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Editors’ Note 


T he author of this work had completed it bef< re 
his death but had not revised it beyond the point of 
penciling many alterations and corrections in tie 
manuscript, the last two chapters of which were in his O'N /n 
handwriting. The editors of the American Men of Letters 
Series were so well satisfied, however, with the biography 
as it stood that they proceeded with its publication in the 
faith that it not only expressed the main intention of its 
writer but was a moving and illuminating treatment of 
Theodore Dreiser and his times. In that faith they present it 
without other changes than those necessary to prepare the 
manuscript for the printer. 








An Indiana Boyhood 


T heodore DREISI''R has left us his own pictt :e 
of his childhood and youth. A writer’s account )f 
his experiences may not square at all points with t le 
facts, but it is the kind of reality in which the novelist dea s, 
his image of essential life. In Dreiser’s first drafts for the tv'o 
vast volumes, running to half a million words, which took 
him only up to his arrival in New York at twenty-three, 
he called this work A Book about Myself. It was charac¬ 
teristic of his imagination to make no sharp separation be¬ 
tween document and fiction. This is not to say that he took 
liberties with the record, though he was acutely conscious 
of how hard it was to tell the truth, especially about his 
own character, and he believed he could succeed only by 
immense detail. He shocked some respectable reviewers 
into denouncing him as shameless for the fullness with 
which he recounted an act of stealing. But he refused to 
leave anything out, no matter how unflattering to him¬ 
self. 

Yet he did not lose sight of the main significant contours. 
He cited Nietzsche’s belief that we all have our typical ex¬ 
periences. Nearly everything most typical of Dreiser’s in- 
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ner nature might be suggested through his early contrast¬ 
ing feelings for his parents: his attraction to his mother, 
his repulsion from his father. He shared nevertheless in 
qualities inherited from them both: in his mother’s emo¬ 
tional warmth and openness to life, in his father’s dogged 
tenacity. 

John Paul Dreiser was a German and, in his son’s esti¬ 
mate, a Catholic bigot. At all events he was doubly an out¬ 
sider in an America that was still basically Anglo-Saxon 
and that was already drifting away from any strict patterns 
of theological dogma. The theme of the outsider, though of 
a different sort, is the most recurrent in Dreiser’s work. He 
knew what it meant from his earliest memories, from when 
he had hung around the railroad tracks in Terre Haute, 
helping his older brothers and sisters pick up the scattered 
bits of coal that were desperately needed for the family 
fire. He was the poor boy staring hungrily into the bright 
windows of the rich. He was himself to be caught for a 
time by the American dream of material success. It would 
hardly have occurred to him that he was destined to break 
through in a different sphere, as virtually the first major 
American writer whose family name was not English or 
Scotch Irish. Whitman and Melville, to be sure, were 
Dutch on their mother’s side, but Thoreau came by a 
French name only through the Channel Islands. Dreiser’s 
own immediate contemporaries. Crane and Norris, were 
still as basically English in their forebears as Howells and 
Clemens. Only with the generation after Dreiser did our 
cultural life begin to reflect the more complex mixture that 
we have become. 

Dreiser’s father was bom at Mayen on the Moselle, fif¬ 
teen miles from Cobletitz. He had left there to escape con- 
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scription, and in 1844, after a short time in France, he had 
set out for America, at twenty-three, to make his fortune. 
He was a weaver by trade, and gradually worked his way 
west from New York, supporting himself along the way aS 
a peddler. By the mid-century he was connected with a 
woolen mill at Dayton, Ohio. In the countryside nearb;/ 
he had met and fallen in love with Sarah Schanab, th ; 
daughter of a prospering M(-ravian farmer. The Schanat s 
were Mennonites by faith, ai'.d Sarah’s father was oppose 1 
to her marrying a Catholic. But she eloped with John Pai 1 
at sixteen. 

He was industrious and on his way up. The couple soo i 
moved farther west, to Fort Wayne, Indiana, where Joh i 
Paul became a production manager. He had present!" 
raised enough money to build a mill of his own at Sullivar, 
a small town on the southwest margin of the state. The mill 
did well for a time, and though the first three children had 
died, eight more were bom during the dozen years before 

1870. 

Then the mill burned, uninsured. As he tried to gain his 
footing again, after being seriously injured by a falling 
beam during the job of rebuilding, he was cheated by what 
the family called the “Yankee trickery” of strangers, and he 
lost all the remainder of his property. His dream of wealth 
ended there. He began to withdraw into himself, and tried 
to discipline his children into severe religious behavior. He 
was a broken-spirited man of fifty when his son Theodore 
was born on Ninth Street in Terre Haute on August 27, 

1871. 

During the first six years of Dreiser’s life, his father 
had no steady job. When a mill shut down for the winter, 
he would take whatever he could get. He no longer pos- 
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sessed courage or initiative. Yet he clung to his strict con¬ 
ception of the role played by the head of the family—a 
practice which, as his son noted, “did not flourish in this 
looser western social polity.” Tension mounted between 
him and his older children, “who, because of long suffermg 
at his critical hands, and because of the practical contribu¬ 
tions they were making from time to time toward the sup¬ 
port of the home, were no longer prepared to listen, much 
less to accept, his diatribes on conduct.” In full reaction 
against his orthodox moralism, they were “caught fast 
by the material, unreligious aspect of things.” It did 
him no good to grow violent in his denunciations of his 
daughters as they began to walk out with boys in the 
evenings. 

The chief childhood image that Dreiser kept of his fa¬ 
ther was of “a thin grasshopper of a man, brooding wear¬ 
ily,” his reddish beard resting on his chest as he sat with 
the Lives of the Saints or a German newspaper on his lap. 
In retrospect Dreiser was not “really bitter” towards his 
narrowness. Yet this father possessed no warmth to draw 
his children to him. He was an image of authority to be 
obeyed when necessary, but not respected. He seems to 
have noted that Theodore was endowed with “an abnor¬ 
mally inquiring mind.” But this son was to come to the 
conclusion that his father had no real knowledge of life, 
that he took it to be “not what it is, but what it is said to 
be, or written to be, by others.” What this son held against 
him longest was his unalterable insistence that his children 
attend the poorly equipped parochial schools. Dreiser be¬ 
lieved that this prevented all of them from acquiring any 
adequate education. In his own case the German priests 
conveyed to him no more of their faith than a threat of 
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grim punishments which numbed him with fear. This im¬ 
age of authority, a further projection of his father, was one 
that could only be rejected. 

He described himself as “always a ‘mother child.’ ” One 
of the earliest memories he recalled of her presence was of 
sitting on the floor stroking her feet. “I can hear her now. 
‘See poor mother’s shoes? Aren’t you sorry she has to wea * 
such tom shoes? See the holt here.’ She reached down ti • 
show me, and in wonder, and finally pity—evoked by thv; 
tone of her voice which so long controlled me—I began t ■ 
examine, growing more and more sorrowful as I did sc 
And then, finally, a sudden swelling sense of pity thar 
ended in tears. I smoothed her shoes and cried. I recall he 
taking me up and holding me affectionately against he 
breast and smoothing my hea«l. Then feeling still more sor 
rowful and helpless, I presume, I cried the more. But tha-: 
was the birth of sympathy and tenderness in me.” 

Dreiser was to be intensely conscious of the “newness” 
of his world, of the first time he saw a telephone and an 
electric light, of the first trolley cars that were being put 
on the streets of Chicago by Charles T. Yerkes just as 
Dreiser, as a boy in his teens, was beginning to try his luck 
in the city. Unlike Sherwood Anderson, who preserved 
loving images of the Middle Western country life before 
the industrial machines had broken its slower rhythms, 
Dreiser was nearly always to find his subjects in the new 
big cities. It was largely due to his mother that he kept any 
awareness of an older America, through hearing her speak 
“of her parents’ prosperity as farmers, of orchard and 
meadow and great fields of grain, and of some of the prim¬ 
itive conditions and devices of pioneer life that still affected 
them—neighbors borrowing fire, Indians coming to the 
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door to beg or be sociable, the spinning of wool and cotton 
on hand looms, the home manufacture of soap, shoes, and 
furniture.” Behind this picture of her girlhood lay the dim 
background of her Czech forebears in Moravia, of her fam¬ 
ily name which, in accordance with the bewildered Amer¬ 
ican way of dealing with foreign sounds, was presently al¬ 
tered from Schanab to Snepp. 

Her nature was opposite to her husband’s in being basi- 
^ cally unmoral.. She took the view that human beings had 
trouble enough maintaining themselves without being har¬ 
ried further by social or religious opinion/Dreiser wrote 
many passages of loving tribute to her, swelling into 
rhythms of a Whimian-like amplitude in order to reach her 
emotional generosity and placidness, in which, incidentally, 
she seems to have been very like Whitman’s mother. She 
was never “mentally incisive,” and it was not until Theo¬ 
dore could help her, after his own first years at school, that 
she finally learned how to write. But she was “a tempera¬ 
ment to be reckoned with: strong, patient, understanding, 
sympathetic, creative, humor-lOving, and helpful. ... A 
magnetic dreamy soul . . . beyond or behind so-called 
good and evil. ... A happy, hopeful, animal mother, with 
a desire to live, and not much constructive ability where¬ 
with to make real her dreams.” 

But she lived very richly through her many children, 
with all their affairs and problems enfolded in her embrace. 
Their responding love for her was based upon her faith in 
and enthusiasm for them. She gave them constant encour¬ 
agement, out of the depths of her often “all too tired cour¬ 
age.” Dorsch, as the family sometimes called him, also re¬ 
membered her “round-faced delight” when some of them 
came home with money. Hanging about his five older sis- 
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ters, it always seemed to him that “no one ever wanted me 
enough, unless it was my mother.” Then he added, with 
characteristic honesty: “Later there were those who 
wanted me too much, and where I did not ‘want’!” 

Only once did she sink into “a dumb despair.” This was 
when she was first confronted with their time of wont 
poverty. It began after the panic of 1877, with an “un¬ 
broken stretch of privation and misery ... a dour an I 
despondent period which seems to have colored my lif 5 
forever.” His father was out of work altogether for moie 
than a year. His earnest anxious mind deemed the famil' 
disgraced when they could not meet their bills, and he 
sometimes harbored ill-feeling for what he considered h: > 
wife’s slacker ways. This the time when Theodore 
learned to steal coal. 

They had moved several times within Terre Haute, to 
poorer and poorer houses. But now they had to face the 
fact that the family must break up. The father was to try 
whatever city seemed most likely to offer work, the older 
children were to strike out variously on their own, and the 
mother was to take the three youngest—Tillie, Theodore, 
and Edward (bom two years after Theodore)—to a smaller 
town where living would be cheaper. 

They first tried nearby Vincennes, a French-American 
town, where Dreiser’s mother knew the fire chief’s wife, 
who had previously been a seamstress in Terre Haute and 
who now offered to put them up over the fire house. This 
stay ended abruptly a few weeks later when Mrs. Dreiser 
discovered to. her consternation that another part of the 
same quarters served as a brothel. But they did not leave 
before Theodore had caught an awed glimpse, through a 
half-open door, of “a com-haired blonde, her pink face 
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buried in a curled arm, lying on a bed allotted to one of the 
firemen serving on the night shift.” 

They then went back to Sullivan. Dreiser was to remem¬ 
ber his three years there, between his seventh and tenth 
birthdays, as perhaps the happiest of his life. “Infancy and 
its complete non-understanding had just gone . . . ado¬ 
lescence had not yet arrived.” Their stay in a plain little 
white house in “dirty old” Sullivan was compounded most 
for him “of innocence, wonder, beauty.” Yet their poverty 
was still at its worst. They moved in with only a couple of 
straw-filled mattresses, three or four quilts and a wooden 
chair, an iron cooking pot, a few borrowed plates and pans, 
no table and no stove. Theodore and £d had no shoes to 
wear to school, and were sent home as the only boys with¬ 
out them. Their mother took in boarders and did washing 
or whatever other work was available. 

As the home became established, the other children be¬ 
gan to drift back for longer or shorter stays, particularly 
the four older sisters—Marne, Emma, Theresa, and Sylvia— 
and Theodore’s next oldest brother, Alphonse Joachim or 
Al, who had been sent to help on a cousin’s farm in the 
northern part of the state. Their father came too on brief 
occasions, though “gloomy and depressed” at being in no 
position “to put right his disordered affairs.” Yet, in spite 
of everything, Dreiser felt this home “full of a kind of 
sweetness that never since has anywhere been equalled for 
me.” In his mother’s presence, no matter what deprivations, 
life always seemed “radiant.” 

Here in Sullivan he was “vibrating with an emotional ec¬ 
stasy at the spectacle of life itself. The lower Wabash val¬ 
ley was a “lush Egyptian land . . . drowsy with heat in 
summer.” He began to develop “a delicious sense of won- 
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der and delight” in nature itself, as he followed with curi¬ 
osity the flights of birds, or went foraging for com. The 
boardinghouse his mother kept was not exactly the quiet or¬ 
derly realm which Howells believed to be one of the most 
characteristic milieus for American fiction. Among the vari¬ 
ous seasonal workers who put up there, was a giant of a mat 
who loved to show the boys card tricks, but threatened 
with a knife when he was drunk, and was presently found tc 
be wanted for murder. Dreiser was to feel that he had beet 
unusually lucky in the richne.v5 of human material that had 
poured upon his consciousness from the start.; Here in Sul¬ 
livan, too, the death of an old man in the shabby house next 
door gave him his first suggestion “of the paltry import oi 
our individual lives.” There w is not even money enough tc 
pay for a funeral, and once again Theodore experienced 
the oppressive physical dread of poverty and defeat which 
remained ingrained in him for life. 

One day his brother Paul turned up, after an absence of 
several years. He was the oldest, thirteen years Theodore’s 
senior, and during their bad times in Terre Haute he had 
forged a note and gone to jail. Their father had wanted him 
to study for the priesthood; but, in the mood of revolt 
common to the family, he had broken away and begun to 
find his talents as an end-man and song-writer for a stroll¬ 
ing minstrel troupe promoting Hamlin’s Wizard Oil. By 
the date of his return he was already the author of The 
Foul Dresser Songster—his name had seemed easier this way 
to the Middle Western tongue—and now, very grand in a 
fur coat and silk hat, he had come back to help his mother. 
He had her warm gray-blue eyes and much of her emo¬ 
tional generosity. Paul thought they would all be better off 
at Evansville, in the southernmost part of the state, where 


II 




Theodore Dreiser 


(unbeknownst to his mother) his mistress—the original of 
“My Gal Sal”—was a madam. He helped establish them 
there in a cottage rented from her. 

By then the older girls, wistful and eager but also “rest¬ 
less, determined, half-educated,” were stirring up comment 
when they strolled the streets, made up with “spit curls” 
and rouge. One of them had already been seduced by a 
prominent lawyer and office-holder in Terre Haute. But 
^this was the same man who had volunteered to get Paul 
out of jail, a circumstance which taught Dreiser early that 
there is no easy separation into evil and good. 

The only member of the family who went wholly to the 
bad was the second brother, Marcus Romanus or Rome. 
He was the only one who was really selfish, who thought 
that “the world was made for him, not he for it.” After an 
early job selling candy and magazines on a train, he took 
to the road for adventures, and would send back postcards 
from Cheyenne or Duluth: “All right with me. Don’t 
worry. See you Christmas.” But his bragging stories of ex¬ 
periences among copper miners or cowboys could not con¬ 
ceal that he was a recklessly unsuccessful gambler and rap¬ 
idly becoming a victim to drink. His periodic returns home 
began to be only cycles of disaster: drunkenness, imposi¬ 
tions on others, rows with the local police, and fines to be 
paid by someone else. He would be dead by forty in a 
South Clark Street dive in Chicago. 

Al, four years older than Theodore, was the closest to 
him and his natural protector in fights for which he had no 
relish and no skill. These left him shy of other boys, and 
wondering why life was “so fierce.” Al also shared with 
him half of his schoolboy winnings, since Theodore never 
seemed to win anything at all. In retrospect Dreiser thought 
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that this brother was “intended to be a better writer 
than I could ever be,” but that his sensitive intelligence 
had been hopelessly thwarted by lack of education. A1 was 
also the one who suffered most from the economicvtruggle 
for survival. He came to feel disheartened and defeated. 
After they were grown up, these brothers drifted apart. 
Once Theodore had come on to New York, he lost track o'- 
A1 altogether. 

As Dreiser recognized, this family group was “of a pe • 
culiarly nebulous, emotional, unorganized, and traditionle$>! 
character,” But he also believed that a “more genial an>! 
affectionate” unit could hartlly have been found. At th : 
times when most of them -were together, they formed i; 
continual school of expericuce for him, a “chafferin]'; 
camp” in which “every the«>ry of living” was discussed. 
Henry James had used almost the same phrases to charac¬ 
terize his family circle, though the only likeness between 
these two groups lay in their warmth. Al, for example, 
thought that as a result of too little money and too little or¬ 
der their family affairs were usually in “an awful botch.” 
Their mother gave them all her devotion, but she had no 
understanding of management or planning. In each new 
community they found themselves discredited for not hav¬ 
ing done well financially. And they were always being iso¬ 
lated by local conventional notions of propriety. 

Paul and his mistress quarreled, and the Dreisers had to 
give up their cottage. Several of the older children had al¬ 
ready been drawn to Chicago, and now urged their mother 
to come. She moved there in the summer when Theodore 
-was not quite thirteen,^He was more excited by the vio¬ 
lently growing city than by anything in his life so far, 
but he was also scared by its noise and confusion. His fa- 
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dier was there with them, still stubborn and dictatorial in 
his religious views, but deeply depressed by his inability to 
cope any longer with the business world. When he was un¬ 
able to find work of any sort in Chicago—he was now over 
sixty—their hopes of establishing a home there collapsed. 
Mrs. Dreiser and the, younger children retreated again to 
Indiana, this time to Warsaw in the lake country to the 
north, near some of her cousins. 

At last he escaped from the parochial school. The one at 
Evansville had been the poorest of all, and he felt that he 
had learned really nothing in two years. His mother had 
had her own doubts about it, but these had been ineffectual 
before his father’s insistence. But now he was allowed to 
enter the public school, in the seventh grade. His first 
awakening excitement in study came through his young 
English teacher. May Calvert, who said: “I can’t tell you 
how beautifully you read, Theodore. It is so natural; you 
make everything so real.” There had been hardly any 
books in his home, save a stray Catholic story or two, and 
then Hill’s Manual of Social and Business Forms, which an 
agent at the door had persuaded his mother to buy, and 
which Theodore had discovered to his delight to be inter¬ 
spersed with stories and poems. Through some of the boys 
he had also made the acquaintance of current Horatio Al¬ 
ger favorites. 

But now Miss Calvert opened the door into a whole new 
world. Irving’s Alhambra enchanted him with its descrip¬ 
tions of a distant exotic realm. The Water Babies made his 
mind expand with a rush of curiosity about science—a fact 
which raises the question whether his later strong sense of 
the mysteries of science may not have been heightened by his 
having had no contacts with it in his youth. Now every book 
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was a new experience. Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help quickened 
in him an eagerness to succeed. Lew Wallace’s Ben-Hur, 
which had appeared only a few years before, recommended 
itself to him as by a great Indiana author. But as he lists in 
his autobiography the other standard authors whose ac¬ 
quaintance he began to make, the mentions sound a littl! 
perfunctory, and another remark is thrown into sharper re • 
lief: that he always learned riore directly from life itsell. 
His “first introduction to tiie mystery of form” cam: 
through watching a potter in an open window turning hi < 
wheel. 

The only subject he failed in was grammar, whose rudi • 
ments the German priests had never managed to teach hiir . 
But even with this deficiency he was promoted to the eight! i 
grade and then into high schoid, where Miss Mildred Field • 
ing (who had come from Maiden, Massachusetts, to be di¬ 
rector of the recitation room) became an important influ¬ 
ence upon him. In view of his background she urged him 
to study German, so that he might read Goethe and Heine. 
Through her tutelage he also picked up his first bits of 
knowledge of zoology, chemistry, and physics, and became 
an absorbed reader of history. She commended him to the 
superintendent for “a description of a local scene.” Most 
important, she'told him privately one day that he had a 
much more sensitive mind than the rest of the class, that he 
must study to go on, for she knew he would find his way. 
When she said that, he was moved so close to tears that he 
could not speak. 

He had grown very tall and spindling, and he worried 
that he must be terribly homely and unattractive. One of 
his sisters had come home to bear an illegitimate child, and 
he realized that his thoughts were now continually on 
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girls, as his sisters’ were on men. Yet he was excessively shy, 
even though his body began to feel “driven,” as it was to 
continue to be for the rest of his life. He used the same 
word that he applied to Cowperwood when he said that he 
was “blazing” with sex. One early April evening he had his 
first sudden unexpected and frightening intercourse with 
the daughter of the baker. But this served only to throw 
him back into worse timidity, which lasted until he was 
nearly twenty. As a result he “fell into the ridiculous and 
unsatisfactory practice of masturbation,” and was then 
racked with morbid anxiety that he had been ruined by it. 

But over this span of the years his heart reverted happily 
to Warsaw, to an idyllic picture of its tall sycamores and 
fragrant hayfields, its nearby lakes and woods. More than 
any other place this little town meant his mother to him, 
for here he “first came partially to understand her, to view 
her as a woman and to know how remarkable she was. . . . 
I really adored her.” He was to think of her as “pagan” in 
her hearty earthiness. But he felt himself held, strongest by 
“the silver tether of her affection, understanding, sweet¬ 
ness, sacrifice.” These are the qualities that he would weave 
into his own favorite heroine, Jennie Gerhardt, just as Jen¬ 
nie’s old father would be a largely forgiving likeness of his 
own father’s sternness. 

In the summer after finishing the first year of high 
school, he was filled more and more with “a wild flaming 
enthusiasm for the color of life.” But now, at fifteen, he 
^as also “beginning to be caught by the American spirit 
material advanceme nt.” On e day he cairie in and said: 
^Ma,'TSn going to Chicago.” 


i6 



Chicago, Chicago! 


T he train trip from \Varsaw was the first he hat' 
ever made alone, and h is excitement on his arrival i 
what he remembered v hen writing about Sister Car 
rie. The great Chicago fire hid occurred the year he wa: 
born, and the new city for which Louis Sullivan hoped so 
much was now rising along the lake. TTiis very summer 
Frank Lloyd Wright had left the University of Wisconsin 
after his freshman year to go to work in Sullivan’s office. 
Absorbing this master’s beUef in Walt Whitman’s dream 
of an organic art for American democracy, Wright was to 
have a career a little like Dreiser’s in the lonely intransi¬ 
gence with which he had to fight against the prevailing 
tameness of taste. 

The Haymarket riot had taken place only the year be¬ 
fore, but no reverberations of social tension would seem to 
have reached Dreiser, for whom, as for Carrie, the street¬ 
cars were a song. The fortunes of McCormick and Field, 
Armour and Swift, Gary and Pullman were in full career, 
and though Dreiser may not yet have known all their 
names, the sprawling city that their industries were calling 
into being burned for him with “an electric luster.” And 
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when he relived these memories at sixty, his feelings rose 
into a prose poem to “Working Chicago.” 

Two of his sisters were living there, one of them now 
married, and A1 had a job in Milwaukee; but Theodore had 
no intention of being dependent upon any of them, and 
struck out at once to look for work for himself. But it was 
not easy to find. He had to get used to the cold refrain, 
“Nothing to-day,” and an undertone of fear began to min¬ 
gle with his excitement. Eventually he landed a job as a 
combination dish-washer and busboy for a Greek, in a mis¬ 
erable and filthy place. Then he realized another fact of 
working conditions; that once in a job, no matter how un¬ 
satisfactory, it was very hard to find time to look for some- 
^thing better. It was only when he got sick, and concluded 
with the same despondency as his first heroine that this meant 
I his job was lost, that he found himself free to start all over 
^ain. 

He held no flattering view of his capacities. He realized 
that he must have impressed any employers as “too large, 
too weak, too nebulous, too dull.” He was to describe him¬ 
self as he described so many of his adolescents in his fic¬ 
tion, as “wistful” and “dreamy”: “a shambling, scatter¬ 
brained, meaningless and mooning incompetent ... I 
needed to cultivate reticence—an observation which still 
holds true.” 

The best position he found was as a shipping clerk, at 
five dollars a week, with Hibbard, Spencer, & Bartlett, a 
wholesale hardware firm. By then his mother and much of 
the rest of the family had arrived to try to set up another 
home. And though his father was with them only because 
he was unable to find employment, Dreiser concluded of 
this period that, with nearly all the children contributing 
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some money, “the state of our family as a collective unit 
at this time was perhaps as good as it ever was, before or 
after.” 

He was himself in poor health, suffering from a chronic 
stomach ailment, and spitting blood from the dust and ex¬ 
celsior which he had to inhale all day. He seems to have 
suffered even more from not being able to afford any de¬ 
cent clothes—a fact of growing importance to him in the 
city. But nothing could dim for long the promise that it'{ 
lights had held out that first nk’:ht he had put up at a bpdrd- 
inghouse on Madison Street. These lights were l^e “at 
AJia^in view in the Arabian Nights.” This was ^ remair 
one of his favorite phrases for evoking glamor. The city 
itself was to be etched in his brain in an endless series of 
pictures of tall new towers silhouetted against the lake, of 
the black oily river as he hung along its bridges, of the im¬ 
measurable energy that pulsated from the grain elevators 
and railroad yards and the vast central building of the 
Board of Trade. It seemed to say: “You are part of me, I 
of you! All that life is or hope is . . . this I am. . . . Live, 
live, satisfy your heart! Strive to be what you wish to be 
now while you are young and of it! . . . Be, be, wonder¬ 
ful or strong or great, if you will but be!” Though phrased 
far more loosely, this is oddly close to what Lambert 
Strether learned in Paris and James expressed as one of the 
central themes in his fiction. 

But in the two years that Dreiser now worked in the 
city he hardly seemed destined to vibrate at anything like 
this pitch. Then followed one of the most remarkable in¬ 
cidents of his career. Miss Fielding, who had become the 
principal of a school in Chicago, suddenly appeared at the 
office one day, with her miod^n^ade up. He was wasting 
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himself, and he must allow her to arrange for him to go to 
Indiana University as a special student. She had worked out 
all the details, had saved up the money, and insisted that he 
accept it. She must have pondered and yearned over quali¬ 
ties latent in him that he had not begun to suspect for him¬ 
self. She was firm in her belief that he could make some¬ 
thing valuable of his life. He needed to cultivate his mind. 
“Read Spencer,” she said. “Read a life of Socrates. Read 
Marcus Aurelius and Emerson.” 

To Dreiser’s memory. Miss Fielding was “an old maid, 
with a set of false upper teeth, and a heavenly, irradiating 
smUe. She had led a very hard life herself, and did not wish 
me to.” Four years later—long before he had begun to.- 
realize the full value of what she had done for him, or even 
to understand why she had done it—she had married and 
then died in childbirth. 

He was never to forget his gratitude to her. Not that his 
year at college amounted to anything extraordinary in it¬ 
self. He felt that he was too lacking in exact training, espe¬ 
cially in mathematics, to learn “quite what it was all about.” 
But he studied history and philology (as Miss Fielding had 
urged), literature, and elementary Latin, and was condi¬ 
tioned only in a term of geometry. His horizons expanded 
most by listening to the other students talk. Yet he was 
again the outsider, and continually reminded of it. He was 
not asked to join a fraternity. In meeting girls he was both¬ 
ered more than ever by his lack of clothes and money. At 
the end of the year he had a sense that he had wasted it, 
and that he did not know enough to profit from Miss Field¬ 
ing’s generous offer to let him return for another. Yet this 
solitary year proved to be one of the “most vitalizing” pe¬ 
riods of his life. He learned for the first time what it meant 
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to be “a free intellectual agent.” He left with a feeling of 
inadequacy before the curriculum, and yet with the first 
glimmering sense of the companionship in knowledge. 

This was really his farewell to Indiana, to which he was 
to return only as a tourist a quarter of a century later. But 
then he renewed his pleasure in the unpretentious charm of 
its fertile bottom lands, in the “delicate, poetic, generative” 
quality in its hazy atmosphere On that occasion the au¬ 
thor of The Titan did not call on the author of “Little 
Orphant Annie,” then at the top of his popularity, but only 
because Dreiser had heard that James Whitcomb Riley “did 
not approve” of his novels. Ht- found in Riley’s poems “a 
kind of wistfulness that is the n itural accompaniment of the 
dream of unsophistication.” It never occurred to him to re¬ 
ject them, even for their crude sentimentality. 

Back in Chicago after his year in Bloomington, still with 
no definite plans for the future, he took a job in a newly 
opened real-estate office which seemed to promise expan¬ 
sion. Paul, who was now a nationally known figure, and 
whose song, “I Believe It For My Mother Told Me So,” 
was being sung everywhere that summer, was with them 
for one of his infrequent but heartening visits. What they 
all began to notice was that their mother was rapidly fail¬ 
ing. She was only in her mid-fifties, but “she had come such 
a long way in poverty” that her energies seemed exhausted. 
Theodore wanted to be with her as much as possible, to 
comfort her out of a new “brooding wistfulness” if he 
could. Her doctor was not able to make any coherent diag¬ 
nosis, but she suddenly collapsed and died in Theodore’s 
arms as he was helping her to the stool. 

His final rebellion against the Church, which marked the 
end of his relations with it, arose from the funeral. His 
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mother, a Catholic only through marriage, had been inter¬ 
mittent in her duties, and the priest whom their father now 
called raised the question whether she could be buried in 
consecrated ground. Ultimately, she was, but even the rais¬ 
ing of such a question over his blessed mother filled 
Dreiser’s heart with great bitterness. 

The whole experience of her death was “the most pro¬ 
found psychologic shake-up” he ever went through. A1 was 
the first to sense that this meant the end of their home. 
Without their mother’s enfolding presence quarrels quickly 
broke out among their diverse temperaments, and the three 
youngest decided to try an apartment by themselves. When 
the moment of leave-taking came, Dreiser was suddenly 
struck by how old and frail his father looked. “Well, 
you’re going, are you? I’m sorry, Dorsch. I done the best I 
could. The girls, they won’t ever agree, it seems. I try, but 
it don’t seem to do any good. I have prayed these last few 
days, I hope you don’t ever feel sorry.” 

The new arrangement did not go smoothly, and by the 
end of a year he and Ed had a single room by themselves. 
The real-estate office had failed, and he had to strike out 
again, with “the same old trepidation.” He drove a laundry 
truck, and then became a bill collector for a furniture com¬ 
pany that sold on the installment plan. He was “a gabby 
and sociable” collector, and was fascinated by these jobs 
because they took him all over the city and brought him 
into contact with all sorts of people; he even caught avid 
glimpses into wealthy homes. But he was to be fired for the 
episode that so shocked some reviewers of his autobiog¬ 
raphy. He was longing for a stylish overcoat with a satin 
lining, and withheld twenty-five dollars from his accounts 
to buy one. He was shortly found out, but was so terrified 
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and filled with shame that his employer simply let him go 
without pressing any charges. But from this searing event 
Dreiser dated the end of his youth. 

He reflected on his type of mind as by then revealed. He 
was always more interested in seeing than in reading, it 
the spectacle of the ever-changing city. But what did ht 
take in from what he saw? He recalled how at sixteen h< 
had stared at a streetcar strike without any notion of what 
it meant, of the economic comfitions that had caused it. Yei 
he had apparently absorbed ‘its surface forms” so thor¬ 
oughly that he had stored tl em up for future use wher 
he would have come also to understand “its interna 
nature.” ' 

He thought of himself as un isually unformed at nineteen 
and twenty. But he had grasj cd one central strand of his 
later philosophy in his eager acceptance of change. This 
was his response to the time-spirit of a region where every¬ 
thing old was held to be outmoded, everything new to be 
good. Dreiser would begin a philosophical essay on this 
theme: “If I were to preach any doctrine to the world, it 
would be love of change, or at least lack of fear of it.” He 
would continue: “By change have come all the charms . . . 
of which our consciousness is aware. . . . Not that any¬ 
thing so much more perfect is in store . . . but that a dif¬ 
ferent thing is at hand, always, outside your door, around 
the corner, beyond the limits of the vision of even the phi¬ 
losopher and thinker.” 

In his Chicago youth he had formulated nothing so exten¬ 
sive. To that period in particular he applied one of his most 
frequently quoted sentences of self-description: “Chroni¬ 
cally nebulous, doubting, uncertain, I stared and stared at ev¬ 
erything, only wondering, not,solving.” But the city began 
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to call out from him vaguely shaped “word-pictures or 
rhapsodies” to its living splendor. Like Whitman discover- 
ir^ his New York, Dreiser walked the streets orating to 
himself. He sent in a heap of fevered manuscripts to Eugene 
Field’s column, but these sketches were too poor even to 
be acknowledged. 

He had not really conceived of himself as a writer, but 
he began to think now that he ought to try to get onto a 
newspaper. Yet how could he rise to such an exciting posi¬ 
tion, he “a mere collector by trade”? He hung around the 
offices, and after several rejections he was given a tempo¬ 
rary assignment when new men were needed at the time of 
the Democratic national convention in 1892 . Altgeld was 
to be elected governor that fall, but Dreiser seems to have 
paid little attention to this fact or to the rapidly rising Pop¬ 
ulist party, of which the young Chicago lawyer Clarence 
Darrow was keenly observant. “The things called property 
interests,” Dreiser was to say, “were as yet beyond me. My 
mind was too much concerned with the poetry of life to 
busy itself with such minor things as politics.” 

But he now found he had a flair for the “feature” story 
of human interest, in the then current vogue of distant imi¬ 
tation of Dickens, and was taken on regularly by the 
GlobCy a by no means distinguished paper. His first success 
was with a piece for its Sunday magazine on Chicago’s 
worst slum, between Halstead Street and the river, to 
gather material for which he wandered around its clatter¬ 
ing boardwalks and murky alleys between one and four in 
its strident mornings. “Why, I could write reams upon any 
topic when at last I discovered that I could write at all.” 
The copious, often turgid, flow of words, responding to 
the rhythms of his feelings and struggling to reproduce 
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them, set up what were to remain the lifelong habits of his 
wmng. 

f His real education in understanding the kind of America 
to which he belonged took place in the newspaper tvorld, 
uKH much of it was the product of several striking personal¬ 
ities upon his still impressionable mind. He never forgot tht 
cynical well-read copy editor John Maxwell who helped 
and encouraged/tum with his writing while saying at tht 
same time:,_^ife is a god-d.imned stinking, treacherou! 
game, and nine hundred and ninety-nine men out of every 
thousand are bastards.” John T. McEnnis, the heavy-drink¬ 
ing managing editor, took a fancy to him, also believed that 
he was going to be able to write, and advised him to givt 
himself a general education by going to lectures and study¬ 
ing more. He wanted him to broaden out by working on a 
great paper, and after a few months insisted that he go to 
St. Louis with a letter of introduction to Joseph B. McCul- 
lagh, the “Little Mac” of Field’s verse, one of the best- 
known journalists of the day. 

Again, though Dreiser did not know it, this was to be a 
farewell. He only knew that it meant breaking off his first 
prolonged love affair, with a working girl he had met 
through one of his sisters. His desperate shyness and dread 
had at last worn off, and he could relax into her simple af¬ 
fection. "Was I in love with her? No, as I understand my¬ 
self now. I doubt that I have ever been in love with anyone 
or anything save life as a whole.” 

Leaving his family now meant merely letting fall ties that 
had already been broken. Although Dreiser is often spoken 
of as a Chicago writer, he was never again to make his home 
in Chicago. He had watched from a distance George Ade 
and Finley Peter Dunne, who, four or five years older than 
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himself, were already launched on their careers as brilliant 
reporters. He was to see a little of Hamlin Garland and to 
meet Henry B. Fuller, though not until twenty years later, 
when he had finished The Financier and come back to Chi¬ 
cago for a couple of months to gather material for The Ti¬ 
tan. At that time he Ayas also to meet Masters, and to begin 
his long if intermittent intimacy with him. At that time, too, 
Floyd Dell, then at the center of the new Chicago group, 
was to say: “The poetry of Chicago has been adequately 
rendered so far, by only one writer, and in only one book 
—Sister Carrie.” 
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D reiser preserved a partly amused, partly indul 
i gent portrait of hirsself as a young man of th< 
nineties: “A dreamv cub of twenty-one, long 
spindling, a pair of gold-framed spectacles on his nose, his 
hair combed d la pompadour, a new spring suit consisting 
of light check trousers and bright blue coat and vest, a 
brown fedora hat, new yellow shoes ... I had already at¬ 
tained my full height, six feet one-and-one-half inches, 
and weighed only one hundred and thirty-seven pounds, 
so you can imagine my figure. Aside from one eye (the 
right) which was turned slightly outward from the line of 
vision, and a set of upper teeth which because of their ex¬ 
ceptional size were crowded and so stood out too much, I 
had no particular blemish except a general homeliness of 
feature. It was a source of worry to me all the time, because 
I imagmed that it kept me from being interesting to 
women; which, apparently, was not true—not to all women 
at least. Spiritually I was what might be called a poetic mel¬ 
ancholiac, crossed with a vivid materialistic lust of life.” 

He appeared very uncertain, yet whenever his own deep¬ 
est interests stirred him he could be adamant. He said that 
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“love of beauty as such—feminine beauty, first and fore¬ 
most, of course—was the dominating characteristic of all 
my moods.” Yet he also remembered: “My eyes were con¬ 
stantly fixed on people in positions far above my own. 
Thpre who interesisai-aae--fflos£., w^ bankers, millionaires, 
^r&ts, executives, leaders, the real rulers of the world.” He 
/wantecTfo^wliiip—“oh, how eagerly.” He went around say¬ 
ing to himself: “No common man am I.” 

He was often swayed by a dangerous ambivalence. 
When his thoughts were turned upon his own flimsy 
^^/diances in the “gross favoritism” of existence, he sank into 
suicidal depressions. But when his attention was caught out 
of himself once more, he felt that he was “swimming in a 
delicious sea of life.” In retrospect he could reflect: “I was 
always lucky—I always got the breaks.” But at the time 
his strongest resource in exorcising the temptation of self- 
pity was what would also yield the deepest quality in his 
fiction: “an intense sympa thy for the wr»<»g nf nth^rc^ Hfp. 
in audi ts helpless degradation and poverty, the unsa tisfied 
'^dreams of people, their sweaty'labors, the things they were 
compelled to endure—nameless impositions, curses, brutal¬ 


ities—the things they would never have, their hungers, 
thirsts, half-formed dreams of pleasure, their gibbering in¬ 
sanities and beaten resignations at the end.” 

Among the pieces that he wrote for the keen-minded 
rugged McCulIagh on the St. Louis Globe-Democrat was a 
series of real and imaginary interviews, many of the latter 
springing from what Dreiser termed his “asinine ebulli¬ 
ence.” But besides conjuring up characters with interesting 
philosophies, he also sought out a number of famous per¬ 
sonalities as they passed through the city. He had the same 
“favorite question” for all pfjfiem: “What did they diink 
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about life?” When applied successively to the explorer 
Stanley, the scientist Nikola Tesla, John L. Sullivan, and: 
Annie Besant, this yielded fascinating answers. 

He continued to find, as he had in Chicago, that.he could 
derive “color” from even the most sordid aspects of the 
city. But he also perceived that hard ferretlike qualiti» 
were needed for a successful reporter. As so often in Hs 
life he felt himself divided: sometimes shamefaced and al¬ 
most sick at the thought that he was spying on others’ mi s- 
fortunes, at other times swept by the love of the chase and 
exulting in his occasional triumphant scooping of a fello v 
reporter. He experienced this division most acutely whi n 
he happened to witness the explosion of an oil-tank cj 
after a train wreck. Many pK ople died before his eyes, b it 
he was thinking only of ho\v^ he would describe this. Y it 
when he went on to the morgue, he was suddenly swejrt 
with a sense of “the nothingness of man.” And again the 
next morning he thrilled with vanity over the thought that 
everyone must be reading his account. McCullagh gave him 
a raise. 

“Crazy for advancement,” he angled for the post of the¬ 
atrical reviewer. He did not realize that he was “neither old 
nor cold nor experienced enough to do justice to the art of 
anyone.” This did not actually make much difference, since 
all that was required was to write a little two-stick notice, 
mainly favorable, of each new show. But he was presently) 
to find himself ridiculed for praising a Negro singer for th^ 
sublety of her gifts. Negroes were not so described in St.\ 
Louis. And then he lost his job through a ludicrous miscal-; 
culation. He was sent out of town on an unexpected assign-, 
ment one evening when three shows were scheduled to: 
open; and so he followed the regular practice and wrote up 
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routine accounts of their reception. These appeared, but 
unfortunately the theater companies had not, there having 
been washouts on the road, 

Dreiser quit without even waiting to be summoned by 
McCullagh, but presently managed to be taken on by the 
rival Republic. Here the city editor kept telling him to re¬ 
member Balzac and Zola, writers of whom Dreiser had 
barely heard. But their talents were hardly required when 
he was assigned to write a series of articles building up in¬ 
terest in a baseball game between the fat men and the thin 
men. He faced this with misgivings, he who had never 
written “anything funny” in his life. The result was lumber- 
ingly facetious, but it proved to be a success and led to an¬ 
other feature assignment. This was to accompany the win¬ 
ners of a statewide popularity contest for schoolteachers to 
the Chicago World’s Fair, and to report their trip. Here 
was the kind of episode in Dreiser’s life over which 
Mencken would chortle most profanely. He himself admit¬ 
ted that he “felt like a boob” in the flustering.midst of such 
a chattering and giggling bevy.-But he was put at his ease 
by the quiet natural manner of Sara White, a little red- 
haired teacher from a country town. His growing feeling 
for her was interwoven with his excitement over the Fair, 
Yet he found himself flirting also with another more sexu¬ 
ally experienced girl. Aware that his feelings were “light 
and variable,” he was puzzled, and not for the last time, by 
the fact that he was drawn to two girls at once. Yet Sallie 
White’s gentle reserve gave him a new sense “of peace and 
support.” 

But the biggest influences upon him during his St. Louis 
days were two of his newspaper associates, Peter B. 
McCord, the illustrator, and Robert Hazard, a fellow re- 
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porter. Both were to die early, by pneumonia and suicide. 
Dreiser sketched McCord in Twelve Men, remarking that 
his own “swiftest developments mentally” had been 
“through men, not women. . . . Nearly every tumihg 
point in my career has been signalised by my meeting soijie 
man of great force, to whom I owe some of the most e 
static intellectual hours of my life.” Through McCord n 
particular he believed that he had gained some of his “san< st 
conc^ions.” The illustrat* >r was forever noting “crs ss 
ch^ce” and “fierce brutalii ies” in the struggle for exif t- 
Qjarce, and yet accepted nature in its entirety with a delig it 
that was tonic to Dreiser’s st; d frequently fear-ridden min 1 . 
McCord encouraged him tc> relax by saying: “You doi ’t< 
know how to make anything out of the little things of life ” 
He also suggested wider intellectual horizons through lis 
own absorbed reading of archeology and ethnology, )f 
Darwin and Taine. “And the mere word art,” as Dreiser 
noted simply, “although I had no real understanding of it, 
was fascinating to me.” 

But the reading that made the greatest impression on him 
just then was the manuscript of a novel by Hazard and an¬ 
other young reporter. This was Dreiser’s first introduction, 
at second hand, to the French authors whose names the city 
editor dinned into his ears. The scene was laid in Paris— 
which neither of its authors had visited—and its actress 
heroine Theo was not unrelated to Nana, though Dreiser 
could not recognize this. What impressed him most was the 
way Hazard took it for granted that a book like this could 
not be printed in America. “That struck me as odd at the 
time—the fact that if one wrote a fine thing, nevertheless 
because of an American standard I had not even thought of 
before, one might not ge^-it published. How queer, I 
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thought. Yet these two incipient artists had already encoun¬ 
tered it. They had been overawed to the extent of think¬ 
ing it necessary to write of French, not American life in 
terms of fact. Such things as they felt called upon to relate 
occurred only in France, never here—or at least such things, 
if done here, were never spoken of.” Yet every day as a re¬ 
porter Dreiser was encountering scenes that made such 
“moral hypocrisy” no better than “the trashiest lie.” 

Sfiriiulated by the talk of these friends and brooding ov er 
tangled und Mme ss of ^ existcncej Dreiser “sat look¬ 
ing into the face of the tangle as one might into the gather¬ 
ing front of a storm. Words moved in my brain, then bub¬ 
bled, then marshalled themselves into curious lines and 
rhythms. I put my pencil to paper, and wrote line after 
line. Presently I saw that I was writing a poem but that it 
was rough and needed modifying and polishing. I was in a 
great fever to change it and did so, but more eager to go 
on with my idea.” Here is further reinforcement of what 
we noted about his first “rhapsodies” in Chicago, a practice 
that would remain with him. His fiction would rise from 
deep rhythms of feeling, but unfortunately it would be 
characteristic of his writing habits to the end of his life 
that he would always be hurrying beyond the words to 
develop the idea that was mastering him. 

When Hazard learned that Dreiser was trying to write a 
poem, he suggested that he turn to “a book or a play”—a 
book, in the newspaper world, meaning a novel, of course. 
Dreiser was thrilled “at being considered a writer,” but he 
was still far from being a judge of his own talents. For what 
he attempted was the text for a comic opera dealing with a 
cranky Indiana farmer who was suddenly transported back 
into Aztec times. The scenes sought their humor in that in- 
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congruity, but Dreiser found no one even to try the music. 

He did not say whether he discussed it with Paul, who 
came to St. Louis with a melodrama in which he sang his 
newest song, about the Bowery. But Paul seems to have 
been impressed by his young brother’s development, and 
talked to him about coming to New York. By now he wi s 
seriously courting Sallie White, attracted by everything 
about her that was least like his own surroundings: by hi r 
demureness and innocent sweetness, by the idyllic serenit f 
which he connected with her father’s farm. He knew th t 
he must have made a “gawking and mooning” lover, ar i 
one of Sallie’s friends remembered him as looking “like a 
big silly. He wore bicycle pants and a silly little cap an i 
fancy stockings on his skinn) legs”—though he brought n 3 
bicycle. Some of Dreiser’s friends warned him against ma: - 
rying her on the ground that Sallie, being a few years oldi r 
than himself, would prove too settled into conventional 
ways to be responsive to his broader and less stable nature. 
But by the time he had decided to strike out for the East, 
in the spring of 1894, they were already engaged. Yet, sens¬ 
ing possible change in himself, he felt “sorry for her—for 
life—even then.” 

What caused him to give up his job in St. Louis was the 
half-formed plan, advanced by a reporter from Ohio, that 
they should get control of an Ohio country newspaper. 
This possibility fizzled out quickly, but Dreiser kept on to 
Toledo and, on the off chance of finding an opening, pre¬ 
sented himself to the city editor of the Blade. Arthur Henry 
turned out to be only a little older than Dreiser, and a curi¬ 
ous sense of affinity sprang up between them almost at once. 
Dreiser was to speak of him vidth a greater intensity than of 
any of his previous friends. What resulted was “an endur- 
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ing and yet stormy and disillusioning friendship. If he had 
been a girl I would have married him, of course. It would 
have been inevitable. . . . Our dreams were practically 
identical, though we approached them from different an¬ 
gles. He was the sentimentalist in thought, the realist in ac¬ 
tion; I was the realist in thought and the sentimentalist in ac¬ 
tion. . . . He had dreams of becoming a poet and novelist, 

I of becoming a playwright. Meanwhile we reveled in that 
wonderful possession, intellectual affection.” 

But beyond a four-day spot assignment to cover a street¬ 
car strike there was no opening on the Blade, and Dreiser 
had to move on again. “I was an Ishmael, a wanderer,” he 
said, instinctively applying to himself the name that many 
other American writers besides Melville have believed to 
symbolize their relation with the world. He was now very 
restless. He went on to Cleveland where the prospects 
were discouraging, and to Buffalo where he was convinced 
even before he asked that he would secure no employment. 

In the spring of 1894 ^he whole country was filled with 
restlessness. A couple of weeks before Dreiser arrived in 
Pittsburgh in mid-April “Coxey’s Army” had camped 
there on its way to Washington. Dreiser was beginning to 
have some comprehension of industrial struggle. Along the 
Bufido waterfront he ,.‘'oQul 3 "nxjrhelp 3 ut see that 
bf our boasted democracy and equality of opportunity, 
there was as much misery and squalor and as little_decent 
balancing of opportunity against energy as anywhere else 
in the world.” In St. Louis he had covered a speech by Ter-, 
ence V. Powderly still “perfectly ignorant” as to the rights 
of capital and labor, and thinking of himself as somehow 
superior to workmen. He had not been sharp or practical 
enough to grasp the significance of the panic of 1893. At 
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Toledo he had found that his sympathies were all with the 
strikers, but he seems not to have paid much attention to 
the great Pullman strike in Chicago this summer, or to the 
fact that this brought to national prominence a ftllow-na- 
tive of Terre Haute, Eugene Debs, who had been boiTi 
there sixteen years before Dreiser. 

In Pittsburgh he was taken on as a reporter by the Di r- 
patch, and his education in the nature of society was co! i- 
tinued by long talks with M irtyn, its labor reporter. Drt i- 
ser could sense a kind of “stdlen despair” as the afterma h 
of the Homestead defeat ot two years before. He w is 
quickly assured that “the ste< 1 people have this town sewt d 
up tight,” that “all you can do is to write what the peop e 
at the top want you to write, and that’s very little.” Har l- 
bitten by what he had seen, Martyn had grown to belie’e 
that “the cause of the workers everywhere in America wis 
hopeless. They hadn’t the subtlety and the force of the in¬ 
nate cruelty of those who ruled them.” Dreiser was de¬ 
pressed by this, and by “the vast gap” he could see for him¬ 
self here between rich and poor. But he was also dazzled by 
the magnificent mansions at Schenley Park. 

He had to interview Thomas B. Reed, about to be re¬ 
elected Speaker of the House of Representatives, who was 
in town to consult with a friendly magnate and who told 
him that Coxey’s Army constituted “a vast national men¬ 
ace.” Dreiser could not believe this; in his eyes the “army” 
was only “a band of poor mistaken theorists” who imagined 
that they could compel “a trust-dictated American Senate” 
to take cognizance of their woes. In this detachment he was 
unlike Jack London, five years his junior, who had started 
east from San Francisco with a branch of the “army,” had 
df.serted at Hannibal, Missouri, when food ran out, and 
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roamed the country as a tramp. He rode the rails to New 
York this midsummer, was picked up a few days later in 
Niagara Falls as a vagrant, and was sent to jail for a month 
along with fifteen other men by a judge who did not even 
bother to go through the form of asking them “Guilty, or 
not guilty?” This was the beginning of London’s experi¬ 
ence with class justice, and it started him on the way to be¬ 
coming a socialist. 

Dreiser was assigned mainly to “human interest” stories 
this summer, and produced pieces light in subject and tone. 
But he felt himself increasingly preoccupied with “the 
larger and more tragic phases of life,” with the “huge and 
massive conditions” underlying them. When he took a trip 
out to see his fiancee on her Missouri farm, he realized more 
forcibly than ever before the distance the American present 
had gone from the American past, the distance, too, between 
the ideal and the actual: “We Americans have home tradi¬ 
tions or ideals, created as much by song and romance as 
anything else: My Old Kentucky Home, Swwmee River. 
Despite any willing on my part,' this home seemed to fulfill 
the spirit of those songs. . . . The shade of the great trees 
moved across the lawn in stately and lengthening curves. 
. . . Hammocks of barrel-staves, and others of better tex¬ 
ture, were strung beneath the trees. In a nearby bam of 
quaint design were several good horses, and there were 
cows in the field adjoining. Ducks and geese solemnly pad- 
died to and fro between the house and the stream. Tlie air 
was redolent of corn, wheat, clover, timothy, flowers. 

“To me it seemed that all the spirit of rural America, its 
idealism, its dreams, the passion of a Brown, the courage 
and patience and sadness of a Lincoln, the dreams and cour¬ 
age of a Lee or a Jackson, were all here. The very soil 
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smacked of American idealism and faith, a fixedness in sen¬ 
timental and purely imaginative American tradition, in 
which I, alas! could not share. I was enraptured. Out of its 
charms and sentiments I might have composed an'^legy or 
an epic, but I could not believe that it was more than a frail 
flower of romance. I had seen Pittsburgh. I had seen Lithi - 
anians and Hungarians in their ‘courts’ and hovels. I ha il 
seen the girls of that city walking the streets at night. Tf e 
profound faith in God, in goodness, in virtue and duty thiit 
I saw here in no wise squared with the craft, the cruelq; 
the brutality and the envy th.it I saw everywhere else,” 

The mood in which he wr ote this passage was intermit - 
gled with his feeling that, un\nown to him at the time, th s 
summer had also witnessed the beginning of tbe end of h s 
love for Sallie. He could condense the reason into a ser- 
tence: “Glorious fruit that hangs upon the vine too long, 
and then decays,” Together constantly on the farm, he was 
attracted by her more and more physically: “I wanted to 
take her then and not wait, but the prejudices of a most 
careful rearing frightened and deterred her. And yet I shall 
always feel that the impulse was better than the forces 
which confronted and subsequently defeated it. . . . Na¬ 
ture’s way is correct, her impulses sound.” But they could 
not afford to get married—at any rate would not till more 
than four years later. By then, “the first flare of love had 
thinned down to the pale flame of duty. . , . The first law 
of convention had been obeyed, whereas the governing 
forces of temperament had been overridden—and with what 
results eventually you may well suspect.” 

The floundering confusions of Dreiser’s mind this sum¬ 
mer were dramatized, if not resolved, by his first really ma¬ 
ture reading—of the two major authors who were to have 
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the profoundest effect upon him. One afternoon he picked 
up The Wild Ass's Skin in the Carnegie Library, and had 
the sensation of viewing “a prospect so wide that it left me 
breathless—all Paris, all France.” He devoured in rapid suc¬ 
cession four more of Balzac’s novels, and was fascinated to 
discover that “the types he handled with most enthusiasm 
and skill—the brooding, seeking, ambitious beginner [s] in 
life’s social, political, artistic and commercial affairs (Ras- 
tignac, Raphael, de Rubempre, Bianchon)—were ... so 
much like myself.” 

The kinship was closest in The Great Man of the Prov¬ 
inces in Paris. In its very opening chapter Lucien de Ru¬ 
bempre is made aware of the enormous importance of the 
right clothes, and they remain one of Balzac’s most recur¬ 
rent symbols for luxury. A few pages later the novelist is 
reflecting that “the anguish of the poor and the unfortu¬ 
nate, from whatever cause it comes, is not less deserving of 
attention than the crises which revolutionize the lives of 
the powerful and the privileged of the earth.” Although 
' Lucien was hardly poor in the sense that Dreiser was, he 
was continually conscious of the gulf that separated him 
from the rich. He was the outsider, with an intense desire 
to move up and in. The high society to which Lucien as¬ 
pired was as far from Dreiser’s experience as was The Ara¬ 
bian Nights, but Dreiser already knew much of the cynical 
realm of journalism in which Lucien tried to thrive. In Bal¬ 
zac’s sweeping panorama of Paris, “the capital of chance,” 
the materialism of society and the animali^ of man, of 
a thoroughly amoral world in which greed md self-interest 
are “squatting in every comer” and where money-values 
alone prevail, Dreiser felt that he was not far from Pittsburgh. 
“I was in a workaday, begrimed, and yet vivid Paris. Tail- 
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lefer, Nucingen, Valentin were no different from some of 
the immense money magnates here, in their ease, luxury, 
power, at least the possibilities which they possessed.” 

/ At this moment Dreiser aspired not to be Balzac, bat to b(S 
one of Balzac’s heroes. Their images of glamour reinforced, 
the vague longing s he had had, as he walked along Eucli( 
Avenue in Cleveland and stared at the new mansions o: 
Rockefeller and Flagler. He perceived in himself no skill 
for making money; yet, yearn ng none the less hungrily fo: 
what money would buy, he indulged in the crudest chrom< 
dream of somehow enthralling an heiress and moving int( 
her realm of splendor and ease. 

A few months later he read Spencer’s First Principles an(' 
became one of the thousands of Americans for whom thi 
constituted a catalyzing event. Spencer’s thought operatec 
in several different spheres, especially after he became iti 
this country the philosopher of those who ordinarily did 
not read philosophy. In his broadest sweep he helped re¬ 
lease many readers from the bonds of orthodox dogma by 
ac quaintin g them for the first time with purely nat uralisti c 
arguments. Those who were seeking to replace the dogma 
I they Had already left behind them with something positive 
and purposive, Spencer’s matter-of-fact synthesis served as 
it did Jack London’s autobiographical hero, Martin Eden; 
“organizing all knowledge for him, reducing everything to 
unity, elaborating ultimate realities, and presenting to his 
startled gaze a universe so concrete of realization that it was 
like the model of a ship such as sailors make and put into 
glass bottles.” American optimistic faith in the doctrine of 
progress found support in Spencer’s evolutionary teaching, 
whereas our conservative politicians could cite his belief in 
laissez faire against all reformers. When the younger Oliver 
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Wendell Holmes, already a notable lawyer, remarked in 
this same year that no other contemporary writer save Dar¬ 
win had so affected our way of thinking, he meant some¬ 
thing not quite the same as what Andrew Carnegie meant 
by saying that Spencer was “the man to whom I owe most.” 
It was at this point that dominant American behavior be¬ 
came a vast caricature of his doctrines. Taking Spencer’s 
phrase “the Survival of the Fittest” at its face value, our 
captains of industry and their apologists proved with stren¬ 
uous satisfaction that inequality was the natural law of the 
struggle for existence, and that their own careers were in¬ 
evitable. 

Dreiser, who also read Huxley’s Science and Christian 
Tradition, believed that this naturalistic strain of thought 
released him from the last vestiges of Catholicism which he 
had found so oppressive. In First Principles he gave closest 
attention to Spencer’s detailed formulation and illustration 
of the law of evolution, to the argument that the Persist¬ 
ence of Force is the ultimate basis of knowledge. He 
appears to have paid less heed at this time to Spencer’s doc¬ 
trine of the Unknowable, the means by which the philoso¬ 
pher separated the realms of science and religion, not by 
denying the absolute but by relegating'it to the realm of 
nescience and mystery. Not until his later years would Drei¬ 
ser move beyond the confines of Spencer’s mechanism 
through pondering more and more this mysterious Un¬ 
knowable. 

In an editorial written a couple of years after this first 
reading, he would recommend Spencer on the ground that 
he could marshal “the whole universe in review before you 
. . . showing you how certain beautiful laws exist, and 
how, by these laws, all animate and inanimate things have 
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developed and arranged themselves.” But this serene ac¬ 
ceptance does not really represent Spencer’s first impact 
upon him. It blew him “intellectually to bits.” Dreiser’s life 
so far had left him with very little of our middle-class op¬ 
timism, and though he would be compelled to acknowledgi; 
“the survival of the fittest” as an accurate description of th»! 
inequalities that he found more and more characteristic o'* 
our economy, he could take no satisfaction in this as one o?’ 
the submerged unfit. Pondering Spencer’s cool propositioiv 
that “life in its simplest form is the correspondence of cer 
tain inner physico-chemical actions with certain oute' 
physico-chemical actions,” his own emotion warped it inn 
something far less objective: “Up to this time there ha»' 
been in me a blazing and unchecked desire to getnn and tht 
feeling that in doing so we did get somewhere; now in it ; 
place was the definite conviction that spiritually one go' 
nowhere . . . that one lived and had his being because one 
had to, and that it was of no importance.(Of one’s ideals, 
struggles, deprivations, sorrows and joys, it couM'cnily' be 
said that they were chemic compulsions, something which 
for some inexplicable but unimportant reason responded to 
and resulted from the hope of pleasure and the fear of pain. 
Man was a mechanism, undevised and uncreated, and a 
badly and carelessly driven one at that.” 

In the light of such a passage it seems futile to regret that 
at this crucial stage in his development Dreiser did not 
come upon a more adequate philosophy than Spencer’s 
mechanism. Dreiser possessed none of the cultural back¬ 
ground which enabled William James to describe Spencer’s 
mind as “so fatally lacking in geniality, humor, picturesque¬ 
ness and poetry; and so explicit, so mechanical, so flat in the 
panorama which it gives to life.” And Dreiser’s lack of 
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equipment would probably have prevented him from 
'jjrasping any less barely schematized or more resilient sys- 
|tem. Once he had adjusted himself to his initial shock he 
found in Spencer’s principles at least a guide through the 
labyrinthine jungle with which he was surrounded. Yet 
the road which Spencer opened before him was not one he 
could contemplate without great pain; 

“All I could think of was that since nature would not or 
could not do anythi ng for man, he must, if he could, do 
something for him sm; J hd of this I saw no prospect, he be¬ 
ing a product of these self-same accidental, indifferent and 
bitterly cruel forces. And so I went on from day to day, 
reading, thinking, doing fairly acceptable work, but always 
withdrawing more and more into myself. As I saw it then, 
the world could not understand me, nor I it, nor men each 
Other very well. Then a little later I turned and said that 
since the whole thing was hopeless I might as well forget it 
and join the narrow heartless indifferent scramble, but I 
could not do that either, lacking the temperament and the 
skill. All I could do was think, and since no paper such as 
I knew was interested in any of the things about which I 
was thinking, I was hopeless indeed. Finally, in late Novem¬ 
ber, having two hundred and forty dollars saved, I decided 
to leave this dismal scene and seek the charm of the great 
city beyond, hoping that there I might succeed at some¬ 
thing, be eased and rested by some important work of some 
kind.” 
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P AUL had said: “You’ll be like everybody else- 
there’ll be just one place—New York.” But Dreiser 
was “very much afraid” of the city at first, though it 
was to become his chief home for over forty years. At his 
arrival, in addition to Paul, two of his sisters were also es¬ 
tablished there, one of them married, the other living with 
the man with whom she had eloped from Chicago. Some¬ 
what later Ed would come there as an actor. 

The city to which Paul introduced him was not the one 
out of which Edith Wharton was to make her stories, con¬ 
trasting the values of the older aristocracy with those of the 
new commercialism. Nor was it the city of political cor¬ 
ruption which Lincoln Steffens was just beginning to in¬ 
vestigate so shrewdly. Nor was it the one of music and 
the arts which James G. Huneker was hoping might soon 
begin to compare in quality with Europe. It was Paul’s city 
of actors and sports, the Broadway of the Martinique and 
the Metropole, of Muldoon the famous wrestler and Tod 
Sloan the jockey, of Tony Pastor’s and Niblo’s and Weber 
& Fields. 
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Since their mother’s death Dreiser found much to remind 
him of her in Paul’s voice and manner—“the same wonder, 
the same wistfulness and sweetness, the same bubbling char¬ 
ity and tenderness of heart.” Paul had no interest in books 
or ideas, and would not have the least understanding of his 
brother’s aims as a writer, but he was always full of encour¬ 
agement for him. At the top of his popularity now as a song 
writer, he had a Falstaffian figure and appetite for pleasure. 
He was gross and sensual, with a love for many women, 
and an addiction to humor that was often horseplay and 
that sometimes broke into tearful sentiment. Dreiser saw 
himself in contrast as still “a thin, spindling, dyspeptic, and 
disgruntled youth.” But Paul would clap him on the back, 
and escort him gaily up Broadway, from one brightly 
lighted spot to another. 

The city he discovered for himself was “so huge and 
powerful and terrible” that it added further to his feeling 
of uselessness. Yet it fascinated him, too, it was so varied 
and alluring, if, above all, so hard. The gulf between rich 
and poor was wider and deeper even than it had been in 
Pittsburgh, and seemed to produce an “air of ruthlessness 
and indi^erence and disillusion.” Keenly aware of these 
thit^, as well as of the brutality that underlay the city’s 
.-sdcial structure, Henry George would run again for mayor 
in the next campaign, though it would exhaust him to the 
point of death. 

Casting about for a foothold, Dreiser quickly learned 
that he was no longer regarded as a star reporter. In Cleve¬ 
land the Sunday editor of the Flain Dealer had told him 
that he “rhapsodized” too much, but here he had a hard 
time even to get beyond the insolent office boys. He finally 
secured a routine police-court assignment on the World. 
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E^ilitzer had been building up this paper for a decade, but 
Dreiser was soon dismayed at the contrast between “the 
professed ideals and preachments of such a constantly mor¬ 
alizing journal” and “the heartless and savage aspect of its 
internal economy.” Pulitzer’s aggressive, restless ambition 
had produced an oflSce where, whatever it may have beei 
for successful figures like David Graham Phillips, all th< 
underlings appeared to Dreiser to feel a “sword of disaster’ 
suspended over them, the sword of bitter reprimand or con 
tempt or dismissal. In conseiiuence they had “a kind o; 
nervous, resentful terror in their eyes as have animals whei 
they are tortured. . . . Every man was for himself.” 

He had already begun to reflect that reporting was a' 
best “a boy’s game,” suited on!y to the push of brazen ener 
gies. But now his misgivings tleepened. As he pondered al 
he had learned “about the subservience of newspapers td 
financial interests, their rat-like fear of religionists and mor¬ 
alists, their shameful betrayal of the ordinary man at every 
point at which he could possibly be betrayed, yet still hav¬ 
ing the power, by weight of lies and pretence and make-be¬ 
lieve, to stir him up to his detriment and destruction,” 
Dreiser was “frightened by this very power, which in sub¬ 
sequent years I have come to look upon as the most deadly 
and forceful of all in nature; the power to masquerade and 
betray.” 

But what else could he do? He had no other trade or pro¬ 
fession. He had some vague thoughts of trying to write 
short stories, but as he examined the current Century or 
Harper’s for clues as to what might be accepted, he was 
confounded by the discrepancy between his own observa¬ 
tions and “those displayed here, the beauty and peace and 
charm to be found in everything, the almost complete ab- 
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sence of any reference to the coarse and the vulgar and the 
cruel and the terrible.” On the other hand, it was no com¬ 
fort to turn to Vance Thompson’s sophisticated M’lle New 
York and to see listed among the enemies of any flowering 
of American culture “dull melancholiacs in the gray prov¬ 
inces, lean pessimists of Kansas and the West.” 

He was haunted by the thought that he might have to 
give up and leave. And in spite of all the fierceness of the 
struggle in New York, he was held by “the magnetism of 
large bodies over small ones.” Yet one wintry day, when 
he sat down dejected among the unemployed and the 
tramps on a bench in City Hall Park, he was overwhelmed 
by the contrast between their world and the world of suc¬ 
cess pursued in the tall offices soaring above them. In such 
contrasts, if one possessed the steadiness to fathom them, lay 
essential American drama. Dreiser was to say that at this 
moment “the idea of Hurstwood was bom.” 

He was near the edge of real poverty himself during the 
summer of 1895, after quitting the World in discourage¬ 
ment over getting nothing bur marginal assignments. Paul 
was away with a show, and Dreiser, looking in vain for any 
other work, was living at a cheap hotel little better than a 
flop-house. He was picked up and taken in for the night by 
an Italian girl, who then unexpectedly offered him a free 
room over her father’s restaurant. But, thinking of his fian¬ 
cee, he did not go back. What he remembered longest from 
thk^eriod was endless walks through the Bowery: “I was 
lever able to get the spectacle out of my mind. It caused 
me to fear for myself—that in due course I might possibly 
land here—t his region of forgotten men^ ’J 

In the fall there was an opening for him as editor of a 
magazine that Paul’s music publishers were starting. Dreiser 
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himself suggested the title, Ev’ry Month, and was in full 
charge of its contents, which consisted mainly of the new 
songs. But he could also select stories, though he wrote none 
himself, and he furnished monthly editorials. The^e were 
toned to the magazine level, so that when he wrote abou: 
Spencer he only skimmed the surface of his thoughts. Mos 
of his other pieces reflect thi timely interests of the mo 
ment: atrocities in Armenia, graft in New York City, the 
possibilities of life on Mars. Ho came nearest to his own rea 
knowledge when he discussed the immense wealth lavishes 
on luxuries and the wretchedtsess of the sweatshops. 

His first words to gain any wide currency were those ht 
furnished for what was to prove Paul’s greatest hit. Ont 
day when Paul was stuck for i subject, Dreiser suggested- 
without giving it much thought since he always felt himseli 
a little “superior” to Paul’s banal lyrics—that he might trj 
a song about a state or a river, that people liked those. “Tak<; 
Indiana—what’s the matter with it—the Wabash River? It’s 
as good as any other river, and you were ‘raised’ beside it.” 
When Paul urged him to do the words himself, he balked, 
but then relaxing to the occasion, he jotted down, if both a 
little scornfully and shamefacedly, the first stanza and the 
chorus of “On the Banks of the Wabash, Far Away.” But 
by the time Paul’s tune was being whistled and sung all over 
the country, the brothers were going through a period of 
estrangement. Dreiser ultimately blamed himself entirely for 
this, “vain and yet more or less dependent snip that I was.” 
He seems to have felt that Paul was patronizing him. He 
added, in a sentence which throws into a grim light the dour 
and suspicious strain from his father that he was to bring to 
many relationships: “I was very difficult to deal with.” 

His editorship took him a rung or two up the New York 
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ladder, and in a couple of years he could resign it to trust 
himself to free-lance writing for Ainslee’s, the Cosmopoli¬ 
tan, and other magazines. Before the turn of the century he 
had produced nearly a hundred articles, interviews, and es¬ 
says, though it comes as a surprise to learn that he gained a 
place in the first issue of Who's Who in America, in 1899. 
But after noting in its preface that it has included a large 
number of journalists, this volume lists him as “Journalist- 
author . . . contributes prose and verse to various peri¬ 
odicals. Author: Studies of Contemporary Celebrities; 
Poems.” 

His articles could hardly have been more miscellaneous, 
and serve as an index to what was needed to get on. They 
deal with “American Women Who Play the Harp,” “Car¬ 
rier Pigeons in War Time,” “The Harlem Speedway,” “An 
Invention That Will Make Electricity Cheap Enough for 
Economical Domestic Use,” “The Chicago Packing Indus¬ 
try,” “The Career of a Modem Portia, Mrs. Clara Short- 
ridge Foltz,” and so on. Several on literary men convey 
little more than the prevailing thinness of the atmosphere: 
“The Haunts of Bayard Taylor,” “Edmund Clarence Sted- 
man at Home,” “Anthony Hope Tells a Secret.” This last 
was part of a long series he did for Success, a magazine 
edited by Orison Swett Marden, which was wholly in the 
Horatio Alger strain. The only pieces that were to provide 
Dreiser with some material he could use for a different pur¬ 
pose later were his interviews with Chauncey Depew, 
Armour, Field, Edison, and Carnegie. Men like these set the 
tone for the world in which Frank Cowperwood found 
himself. But for this assignment Dreiser had to write of 
them almost purely in praise. 

How perfunctory and blank were the results of the re' 
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quired fonnula can be read in “How William Dean Howells 
Climbed Fame’s Ladder.” After spending most of his space 
on the biographical record, Dreiser concluded with nothing 
more incisive than “His greatness is his goodness, hiS charm.^ 
his sincerity.” We know from what Dreiser said later that 
Howells’s work never gave him a sense of the America that 
he himself knew. And though Dreiser noted Howells’s gen¬ 
erosity in commending “quite unknown” authors, he wa! 
an enthusiastic champion of A(aggie: A Girl of the Street: 
and McTeague, but not of Sister Carrie. 

About the only interview that suggests a fertile inter¬ 
play is the one with the younp photographer Alfred Stieg- 
litz, whose early experimental work, as Dreiser recognized, 
was still “greater than his reputation.” In Stieglitz’s street 
scenes, both uptown and dov ntown, Dreiser saw the au¬ 
thentic New York, and was equally impressed by the pho¬ 
tographer’s penetrating vision and by the “endless patience” 
with which he could wait three hours in the rain for the 
right moment. Pre-eminent among Dreiser’s own qualities is 
what Dorothy Dudley called his “marvellous eye,” which 
often went far to offset his inaccurate ear and fumbling 
sense of touch. It was the kind of eye that, without benefit 
of notebook, would tenaciously store up for many years the 
details for his autobiographies, to the point of this unneces¬ 
sary but telling glimpse of Boss Croker at that Chicago 
convention which Dreiser covered as his first assignment: 
“the patent leather button shoes with gray suede tops, the 
heavy gold ring on one finger, and the heavy watch-chain 
across the chest.” 

Despite the listing in Who’s Who, Dreiser never re¬ 
printed any of his interviews, and they were collected only 
in some compendiums by Marden, Little Visits with Great 
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Americans and Hoiv They Succeeded, without Dreiser’s 
name. He apparently did have some hope of issuing a book 
of the poems which had constituted his first creative work. 
Several of these were scattered through the periodicals for 
which he was writing his articles, particularly in Demoresfs 
Family Magazine. They bear such titles as “Night Song,” 
“Bondage,” “Resignation,” “With Whom Is Shadow of 
Turning,” “Through All Adversity.” Their prevailing 
strains are grave and yearning, but their phrasing is almost 
entirely stock. They are really no more distinguished than 
the stanza and chorus for Paul, of which Dreiser thought so 
little. Like Whitman, who also began as a journalist, 
Dreiser turned for his first personal expression to the form 
which gentility rated high, the lyric of conventional mold. 
He could do nothing at all with it, and when he finally did 
publish a volume of poems, in the nineteen-twenties, he had 
turned entirely to free verse. 

The only pieces of writing that he preserved from this 
period were two or three sketches that he included long 
afterwards in The Color of a Qreat City. These sketches, 
picking out striking details from Broadway or the water¬ 
front, are still in the genre of the human-interest story with 
which he had started in Chicago half a dozen years before. 
But now he made a deliberate and very simplified analogy 
with Spencer’s conception that all of existence is an equi¬ 
librium between rival forces. His version of this proposition 
was that “without contrast there is no life,” and he applied 
it by saying that men lashed by a storm “are a bit of color 
in the city’s life, whatever their sufferings.” The detach¬ 
ment he gained through this attitude no doubt helped him 
control his material, but at this point it also deprived him of 
his greatest asset, his involved knowledge of such material. 
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Through regarding all of life as an external spectacle, his 
sketches had no more depth than a reporter’s “copy.” 

By the time he was twenty-seven nothing that Dreiser 
had done gave promise of his being a writer of any note at 
all. But he had bucked the tide of the city to the extent of 
saving enough money to marrv Sallie White in the Christ¬ 
mas season of 1898. The next summer he and his wife went 
to visit the Arthur Henrys in Maumee, Ohio. There 
Dreiser, very much dissatisfiec with what he had been do¬ 
ing, listened at last to Henry s urging that he should try 
short-stories. The first one tha? he wrote, “McEwen of the 
Shining Slave Makers” was oi a wholly different quality 
from anything he had done so far, his real start in his own 
kind of work. It may possibly have owed its genu to 
Dreiser’s memory of a passage near the end of The Wild 
Ass's Skin, where Valentin, dc-'perate at the thought of his 
impending death, seeks distraction in observing nature, and 
Balzac reflects: “Who has not, at some time or other in his 
life, watched the comings and goings of an ant . . . ? ” 

In Dreiser’s story, McEwen, a newspaper man, sits down 
on a park bench on a hot August day, idly kills an ant run¬ 
ning on the walk at his feet, and then, as he gazes at others 
swarming in all directions, suddenly discovers himself in 
their world. It is strange and yet the same as the world he 
has known, marked by selfishness and violence. There is 
egregious hoarding of food: “the indifference and suffi¬ 
ciency were at once surprising and yet familiar.” He 
watches another ant stiffening into death. “Had he not, in 
times past, reported the deaths of hundreds?” A war breaks 
out between the reds and the blacks, in which he gains com¬ 
panionship, but eventually also his own destruction. 

At that moment McEwen opened his eyes and saw the 
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ground at his feet strewn with dead ants: “What was this— 
a revelation of the spirit and significance of a lesser life or 
of his own—or what? . . . What worlds within worlds, all 
apparently full of necessity, contention, binding emotions 
^d unities—all with sorrow, their sorrow . . . which had 
^been there, and was here in this strong bright city day, had 
been there and would be here until this odd, strange thing 
called life had ended.” 

Here is the earliest sample of the style that Dreiser would 
be known by, the groping after words corresponding to the 
groping of the thought, but with both words and thought 
borne along on the diapason of a deep emotion. Here he has 
found the right kind of detachment, not by reducing all of 
life to a mere show, but by heightening its stature through 
a somewhat clumsy but basically Swiftian satire. He may 
have fallen into this instinctively rather than have planned 
it out. But by the solid strength of what he had to say he 
had broken away from all the current formulas for maga¬ 
zine fiction, as though a waking Gulliver were snapping 
their flimsy strings. 

To his surprise this story was accepted by Ainslee’s for 
seventy-five dollars, and thus encouraged he followed it up 
with “When the Old Century Was New,” “Old Rogaum 
and His Theresa,” and “Nigger Jeff”—all of which would 
be printed in the next year or two. In the first of these he 
showed, as though giving an object lesson to himself, how 
completely he would fail if he tried to do the expected 
thing. According to the vogue of historical romance, he 
sketched a day in New York in i8oi, with glimpses even of 
Mr. Adams and Mr. Jefferson, but with nothing to distin¬ 
guish it from other paper-thin period pieces. 

In dealing with the tension between old Rogaum, a Ger- 
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man butcher in Bleecker Street, and his seventeen-year-old 
daughter who has begun to loiter outdoors on summer 
evenings, Dreiser was again to gain the kind of simple large¬ 
ness which came to him, not from trying to cartrive n 
story, but from writing out of what he knew by heart. Thii; 
could be his own family as the father, furious at the heed¬ 
less girl, locks her out one night and then is filled witl 
panic, so that when he finally gets her back unharmed hi 
is too relieved to give her the threatened beating. But a 
Dreiser built up slowly to lus single climax, he also pro 
duced a New York street scetie of the patient fullness fo 
which he so admired Stieglitz, stressing the kind of homeh 
detail that George Luks aand John Sloan were beginninj 
to stress, and that would win for them the scornful name o’ 
“the ash-can school.” 

“Nigger Jeff” is a passage in the education of a young re ¬ 
porter. He is sent out to cover a case in which a Negro ha;{ 
assaulted a white girl, in an unspecified countryside that 
would seem to be near St. Louis. He gradually realizes that 
he is to be a “hired spectator” of a lynching. The Negro 
had not previously done anything bad, except for drinking 
now and then, and it was because of drinking that he made 
his advances to the girl. He is caught by the sheriff because 
he stops to say good-bye to his mother. 

When the gathering mob finally breaks in at night, the 
girl’s father and brother strike the young reporter as “bru¬ 
tal,” the injury done to the girl “not so vital as all this.” 
Deeply shaken by the hanging, he suddenly sees life as “so 
sad, so strange, so mysterious, so inexplicable.” Yet he con¬ 
tinues to gather all the details for his story, even visiting 
the stricken mother of the Negro. The conclusion is part of 
Dreiser’s development too: “The night, the tragedy, the 
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grief, he saw it all. But also with the cruel instinct of the 
budding artist that he already was, he was beginning to 
meditate on the character of story it would make—the color, 
the pathos. The knowledge now that it was not always 
exact justice that was meted out to all and that it was not 
so much the business. £»f-the'"Vi^iter to indict as to interpret 
was borne in on him with distinctness by the cruel sorrow 
of the mother, whose blame, if any, was infinitesimal. 

“ ‘I’ll get it all in! ’ he exclaimed feelingly, if triumphantly 
at last. ‘I’ll get it all in! ’ ” 

Dreiser had now understood the kind of hardness that 
the artist must have, the hardness that will enable him to 
express what he has to say. But if his expression is to be of 
value, it must always remain rooted in such feelings as 
Dreiser brought to his experience from the days of his first 
reporting. “I was swelling with an excess of sympathy, 
wonder, respect, even awe.” The four qualities he enumer¬ 
ates will run like a plain song through his best fiction. 
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T hat fail Arthur Henry, coming on to New Yor 
challenged Dreiser to in agreement that they won! d 
both try their hands at novels. The circumstances i f 
the writing and publishing of Sister Carrie and then of i :s 
virtual suppression constitute the best-known episode in 
Dreiser’s story, the one that has been told most often to 
symbolize his career. He said that he sat down and wrote 
the words of his title at the top of a page without any clear 
idea of how he would proceed. “Yes, actually! My mind 
was a blank except for the name. I had no idea who or w^hat 
she was to be. I have often thought there was something 
mystic about it, as if I were being used, like a medium.” Yet 
he soon found that he had plenty to say, and wrote steadily 
for a month, the first hundred pages or so, up to where 
Drouet introduces Carrie to Hurstwood. Then, feeling that 
what he had done was a failure, he stopped, and turned to 
salable articles for a couple of months. At this point Henry 
put on his pressure, saying that unless Dreiser went on with 
his book, he could not go on with A Princess of Arcady. 
Dreiser therefore, laughing at himself as a fool, picked up 
his manuscript, but had to drop it “just before Hurstwood 
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steals the money, because I couldn’t think how to have him 
do it.” 

For a while in the early winter Henry was away, but 
when he came back he read what Dreiser had written and 
told him he must continue. Then, as Dreiser told Dorothy 
Dudley: “I managed to solve the problem, and for a while 
it went pretty good, until I came to the question of Hurst- 
wood’s decline, which took me back to the World days. 
Then I had to stop again. Somehow I felt unworthy to 
write all that. It seemed too big, too baffling. . . . But after 
a month I managed to get the thread, and finished it up in 
May. Henry read it and said ‘Don’t change a word.’ But I 
spent some weeks revising it; he helped me. In May or June 
1900 I sent it to Harper’s. I knew one of the editors. They 
refused it. Then I took it down to Doubleday’s. In Novem¬ 
ber it was out.” 

What did he have in mind when he put down those first 
two words? What conception of a novel was alive for him 
to draw upon? At the point in time at which Dreiser turned 
to fiction, one would have said that an American novelist 
might at last have felt that he had a tradition behind him 
that could help him find his way. Unlike Hawthorne or 
Melville, who had had the sensation of pioneering unaided 
through a wilderness, a man of Dreiser’s day could have 
/6een aware, of the thirty years in which Howells and James 
had been assimilating and acclimatizing the modes of real¬ 
ism. But Dreiser was either ignorant of this, or found it all 
beside his purposes. 

The briefest way to describing either Dreiser or James 
is to say that he was everything the other was not. In later 
years Dreiser was to remark: “I would reject most of James 
as too narrowly and thinly class-conscious”—an indication 
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that he could never have read James very carefully. When 
he started Sister C«rnV—nearly fifteen years after The Bos¬ 
tonians, the last of James’s novels until the posthumous The 
Ivory Tower to deal with America—Dreiser had '':ertainfy 
not read him at all. Qn the other hand, when James revis¬ 
ited America in 1904, he reflected that the titanic energi:s 
of New York demanded the crude powers of a Zola to en¬ 
compass them. He had doubtless not even heard of Sist r 
Carrie; indeed, many copies were then still stored n 
Doubleday’s warehouse. 

Howells and Dreiser, as we have seen, had hardly ar y 
more effectual communicatiem. They were divided by tl e 
watershed, not only of two generations, but of two wide y 
different views of American life and of the fiction need( d 
to express it. Dreiser found I Cowells too tame—worse, “ui i- 
informed.” He reported that Howells remarked to him 01 te 
day in the street: “You know, I don’t like Sister Carried 
And though Howells continued for a dozen years there¬ 
after to comment on the work of younger writers, he seems 
not to have found anything to interest him in Jennie Ger- 
hardt or The Financier. His own neat sense of style may 
well have been put off by Dreiser’s clumsiness. But no won¬ 
der Dreiser would say: “Howells won’t see American life 
as it is lived; he doesn’t want to see it.” 

What could be made out of a growing American con¬ 
sciousness of a tradition in fiction may be instanced by the 
work of Edith Wharton. Nine years older than Dreiser, her 
problem was at the other extreme from his. She had to find 
her way out of a purely moneyed and social world, and 
James was of inestimable value in showing her that the ma¬ 
terials of this world, held in ironic detachment, could also 
serve for fiction. But she had so much to unlearn that she 
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did not hit her real stride until The House of Mirth, five 
years after Sister Carrie. 

Two writers who had turned rather to Howells than to 
James were Hamlin Garland and Henry B. Fuller. Dreiser 
was to praise Main-Travelled Roads (1891) for the verity 
of its country types, and to state that With the Fro cession 
(1895) was “the first piece of American realism” he had 
encountered and that it gave him a glimpse of “the true 
Chicago American scene of the day,” with its “post-Civil 
War commercial and social atmosphere.” Fuller was 
really a fascinating cross between Howells and James. 
Strongly drawn to the psychological complexity and sub¬ 
tlety of The Portrait of a Lady, he nevertheless resolved 
that he should turn his back on James’s Europe and work 
with the materials of his native city. This conflict—very 
real for his sensitive nature—produced a quiet intensity 
which made his contrast between the Chicago of the first 
settlers and that of the newer moneyed interests seem gen¬ 
uine to Dreiser in a way that Howells’s honest but more ex¬ 
ternal studies of Boston and New York never did. 

The role of Dreiser’s immediate contemporaries was to 
press beyond realism to naturalism. The Red Badge of 
Courage made a great stir the year that Dreiser first ar¬ 
rived in New York. But though he printed one of Crane’s 
stories, “A Mystery of Heroism,” in Ev'ry Month, he seems 
never to have had any feeling of close kinship with Crane’s 
work. The case was altogether different with Frank Nor¬ 
ris. Dreiser says that he picked up McTeague shortly after 
finishing Sister Carrie, and was thrilled by “the invaluable 
local color, the force and reality of it all. Here was a true 
book, as arresting and illuminating as any I had ever read, 
and about America!” When Dreiser submitted his manu- 
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script to Doubleday, Norris turned out to be the reader, 
and declared that he had found “a masterpiece.” “It was,” 
he reported, “the best novel I had read . . . since I had 
been reading for the firm, and it pleased me as weU as any 
novel I have read in any form, published or otherwise.” 

If Norris rather than Dreiser were under consideratio i 
here, this would be the point where we should have to ej - 
amine the theories of naturalism. For Norris had resd 
Zola while he was an art student in France, and i i 
McTe afrue had set himself l i eliberately to emulate Zolas 
conception of man’s animali ty; while in The Octopus be 
would try to evoke the huge forces in society which coul i 
-s^eep over the individual. T-) be sure, a detailed compar - 
son with his master would reveal a lack of settled phik - 
sophical purpose and a boyish worship of force that be 
gave no signs of outgrowing. But Dreiser was to tel 
Mencken that he had “never read a line of Zola.” He wer.t 

•fc. _ 

on from Balzac to Hardy, whose sense of massive fate made 
a deep impression upon him. But the chief thing revealed 
through considering the aspects of tradition available for 
a writer of Dreiser’s day is how little he was aware of 
them. 

He is a primary example of the frequent American need 
to begin all over again from scratch. His case would seem 
to be different from that of Whitman, who found the gap 
so wide between what he had to say and any usual poetic 
form that he could not possibly bridge it. But in Whitman’s 
day American poetry had hardly any tradition behind it, 
whereas fiction had been accruing a considerable back¬ 
ground since Hawthorne had felt the thinness of his re¬ 
sources. Yet Dreiser was the representative of a far cruder 
America than Hawthorne’s. He was only half-educated, 
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and was scarcely a conscious artist at all when he set out to 
write Sister Carrie. In an authentic sense he was a primitive, 
not unlike the occasional American sign painter who has 
found that he possessed the dogged skills to create a por¬ 
trait likeness, and then has bent all the force of a rugged 
character to realize this verity. 

Opinions have been sharply divided as to Dreiser’s skill in 
the most rudimentary element of his craft, the ability to tell 
a story. Some readers feel that he loses its movement in his 
crowded mass of details. But Ford Madox Ford held that 
“the difference between a supremely unreadable writer like 
Zola and a completely readable one like Dreiser is simply 
that if Zola had to write about a ride on a railway locomo¬ 
tive’s tender or a night in a brothel, Zola had to get it all 
out of a book. Dreiser has only to call on his undimmed 
memories, and the episode will be there in all its freshness 
and vigor.” Although the comparison seems to ignore the 
tremendous sweeping energy of (say) Germinal, and thus 
is unjust to Zola, Ford did hit at the center of what Dreiser 
has to offer. When he wrote Sister Carrie, he was hardly! 
concerned with the intricacies of a plot as Hardy con¬ 
trived one. So far as he was aware of a model at all, it was 
Balzac’s direct way of presenting solid slabs of continuous 
e^erience. Looking back at the finished result, he said: “It 
is .Hot intended as a piece of literary craftsmanship, but as 
i. picture of conditions done as simply and effectively a^ 
the English language will permit.” This dodges the ques-^ 
tiori just as Whitman had done when he declared: “No one 
will get at my verses who insists upon viewing them as a 
literary performance.” Their suspicion of the polite litera¬ 
ture of their own times drove them both to this reckless ex¬ 
treme, and we may begin to understand Dreiser’s feeling 
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when we recall the reception of Sister Carrie by those who 
were looking for “literary” effects. 

Why his “picture of conditions” then seemed revolu¬ 
tionary in America is perhaps the aspect of Dreiser that is 
hardest for us to grasp now. Yet, as Masters was to put jt: 
“Forty years ago when you wrote Sister Carrie, there w is 
one ideology by which to write the novel about a woman. 
It was to prove that as a matter of Christian sin, not ev n 
of cause and consequence . . . the woman was punishe i. 
You cleaned up the country and set the pace for the trul a, 
and freed the young, and enlightened the old where th y 
could be enlightened.” Masters’s rhetorical flourish spra: ig 
from his memory of how grimly oppressive the limitatio is 
of honest speech had been fi >r a young man in 1900. 

I Garriy-not only escaped punishment—Dreiser did nit 
even regard her as sinful; and this was the crux of his .de¬ 
flate of late nineteenth-century conventionality. Only ye 
'luidly thought of it then as a defiance. He was simply writ¬ 
ing what he knew. For doing no more—and no less—than 
this he would be hailed by Sherwood Anderson as the stal¬ 
wart opener of doors for the next generation. Dorothy 
Dudley, who as a descendant of Fuller’s inner Chicago and 
a graduate of Bryn Mawr, knew the convention from the 
inside, would strike as her leading theme that: “In the midst 
of a ruling tameness, or at least of a tameness dictated by 
those ruling here toward the last third of the last century, 
Dreiser was one of those born outside the convention, and 
living outside of it.” 

We have now moved so far from that convention that the 
contemporary effort to suppress Sister Carrie may strike us 
as only a curious freak—though we must not lose sight of the 
continuing effort today to suppress novels of more than 
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Dreiser’s naturalistic frankness. For we have by now so long 
defied the genteel tradition that we now tend to idealize it, to 
feel a nostalgic longing for it as an escape from our world 
which seems to us so much more brutal than Dreiser’s. But 
if we are to appreciate, not the final value of Dreiser to read¬ 
ers today, but the first great contribution that he brought to 
his contemporaries, we must remember that Santayana 
coined the phrase “the genteel tradition” to describe what 
he considered the most dangerous defect in American 
thought. 

Observing our dominant New England culture, Santa¬ 
yana believed that its deep-rooted error was that it sep¬ 
arated thought from experience. Among the legacfes of a 
colonial culture is the habit of thinking of creative sources 
as somehow remote from itself, of escaping from the hard¬ 
ness and rawness of everyday surroundings into an idealized 
picture of civilized refinement, of believing that the essence 
of beauty must lie in what James Russell Lowell read about 
in Keats rather than in what Walt Whitman saw in the 
streets of Brooklyn. The inescapable result of this is to. 
make art an adornment rather than an organic expression of , 
life, to confuse it with politeness and delicacy. Even How- ^ 
ells, who set himself to record ordinary existence, could 
drift into saying: “Elsewhere we literary folk are apt to 
be such a common lot, with tendencies here and there to 
be a Shabby lot . . . but at Boston we were of ascertained 
and noted origin, and a good part of us dropped from the 
skies. Instead of holding horses before the doors of the¬ 
aters; or capping verses at the plow tail; or tramping over 
Europe with nothing but a flute in the pocket; or walking 
up to the metropolis with no luggage but the MS. of a 
tragedy; or sleeping in doorways or under the arches of 
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bridges; or serving as apothecaries’ prentices—we were 
good society from the beginning. I think this was none the 
worse for us, and it was vastly the better for good society.” 

With the U st d ecades of .the nineteenth centw/, as the 
new industrial cities filling up with new immigrants from 
central and southern Europe were less and less like Lo:i- 
don, the further mistake was made of thinking of literatu ‘e 
as somehow dependent up<>n the better-born groups ■ tf 
richer standing. Even Edith Wharton could be oblivious o 
American actualities to the tKtent of saying: “How I pi y 
all children who have not h id a Doyley, a nurse who h is 
always been there.” Her autobiography is filled with o 
many similar notations that ime realizes how much she h: d 
to overcome before she could take literature seriously. 

Almost twenty years after Sister Carrie Logan Esany 
would write in his History vf Indiana: “From Crawford s- 
ville also came Meredith Nicholson, one of the most widely 
known Indiana literary men at present. Like all literary men 
of Indiana he comes of good stock and enjoyed a first class 
education.” One might dismiss this as merely “official” his¬ 
tory, but Stuart Sherman was holding the same assumptions 
in 1915, in an essay in the Nation on “The Barbaric Natu¬ 
ralism of Theodore Dreiser.” Objecting to the “animal be¬ 
havior” of the novelist’s characters, Sherman was not above 
attributing it to the fact that Dreiser sprang from the Ger¬ 
man rather than the Anglo-Saxon element of our “mixed 
population.” Since Dreiser did not share in the moral ideas 
of pur older heritage, he portrayed a “vacuum, from which 
the obligations of parenthood, marriage, chivalry and citi¬ 
zenship have been quite withdrawn. ... Hence Mr. Drei¬ 
ser’s field seems curiously outside American society.” 

This was the kind of attack that continued against Drei- 
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ser after he had published five novels. At the outset of his 
career, the barriers erected by such standards might well 
have seemed impossible to break through. He knew what 
was expected from Indiana writers. Two of them were just 
then contributing to the immense vogue of historical ro¬ 
mances. Charles Major’s When Knighthood Was in Flower 
(1898), the romantic tale of the second marriage of “Mary 
of France” to Charles Brandon, was even more popular 
than Maurice Thompson’s Alice of Old Vincennes (1900), 
whose picture of Indiana differed from Dreiser’s memories 
not only because it dealt with frontier days. The most suc¬ 
cessful Indiana writers of Dreiser’s own day would be Booth 
Tarkington, who had just issued The Gentleman from 
Indiana (1899), and Gene Stratton Porter. Mrs. Porter’s 
sentimental portrayal—particularly in Freckles (1904) and 
\A Girl of the Limberlost (1909)— of adolescent heroines 
5 in the Indiana swampland was to make her the American 
writer with the largest sales during the first quarter of the 
Itwentieth century, with a total of more than eight million 
copies. 

For a writer with no sense of living tradition to protect 
him, such pressures of taste can be of imponderable weight. 
Tarkington adjusted himself easily to the current demands. 
The hero of his first work was the editor of a country 
newspaper nominally crusading against political corruption, 
but the milieu is handled in the tones of a light operetta. 
Dreiser never held any animus against Tarkington’s vogue. 
In his later essay, “Indiana: Her Soil and Light” (1923), he 
linked Tarkington with Riley in their evocation “of a gen¬ 
eral geniality and sociability . . . which those who are 
most intimate with it are pleased to denominate ‘homey’ or 
‘folksy.’ ” These words have been especially prevalent in 
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our Middle West, and another Middle Westerner, bom in 
the same year and month as Dreiser, Vernon L. Farrington, 
would be more rigorous in judging the corruptions toj 
which they are liable at the hands of authors whose smooth4 
ness is the twentieth-century face of gentility. The limit a-| 
tion of Tarkington’s pleasant “neighborliness” is that it h is 
little hard core of actuality Farrington’s description wis 
accurate: “a purveyor of comfortable literature to middl 5- 
class America.” 

What prevented Dreiser from being seduced by the wL't- 
ful charm that he knew to bv. the standard literary produ :t 
of his native state was simply the accumulation of all t le 
facts of his existence as we have sketched them from 1 is 
birth. He could not have been a Tarkington if he had trie J. 
He could never have acquired the lightness of touch thit 
was at Tarkington’s comm;ind from the time he was at 
Frinceton. Dreiser was the immigrant’s son from the wrong 
side of the tracks, who broke through the genteel tradition 
by no conscious intention, but by drawing on a store of ex¬ 
perience outside the scope of the easily well-to-do—experi¬ 
ence which formed the solid basis for all his subsequent 
thought. 

When he began to develop Carrie Meeber’s story, he re¬ 
membered what had happened to one of his sisters, who had 
been supported in Chicago by an architect and had then 
felt herself much more deeply attracted by the manager of 
Hannah and Hogg’s, a well-known eating and drinking es¬ 
tablishment. Onl”^ later did she discover that he was mar- 
ried, but by then he was enough in love with her' to per¬ 
suade her to elope to Toronto, explaining that while drunk 
he had stolen fifteen thousand dollars from his employers. 
He was soon filled with remorse and sent back most of the 
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money, and the owners agreed not to press the case against 
him. But the papers were filled with it, and the only reason 
the Dreisers were not involved in the scandal was that their 
daughter had been living under an assumed name. The 
couple had settled in New York where they supported 
themselves and two children in part by renting rooms, to 
girls whose habits they did not scrutinize. It was to them 
that another sister of Dreiser’s first turned when she was 
made pregnant by the son of a rich family who would do 
nothing about it. Later on, the ex-manager was to prove 
none too faithful to Dreiser’s sister; and still later, when 
Dreiser was first in New York, they were having a hard 
time making both ends meet. Stuart Sherman might declare 
such material to lie “outside American society”; but, so far 
as Dreiser changed these details in his novel, he somewhat 
softened the actuality. 

In her excited discovery of Chicago, Carrie is essentially 
Dreiser hi mse lf. Leaving her home in Wisconsin, where her 
father is a day laborer in a flour mill, in the summer of 
1889, she approaches the city with the same “wonder and 
desire” that Dreiser had felt in approaching it a couple of 
summers earlier. For her too it is “a giant magnet.” She ex¬ 
periences the same timidity in looking for work, the same 
dread of being rebuffed, and when she has landed her first 
job—cutting shoes—she walks to it through the “walled can¬ 
yons” with the same overwhelmed sense of smallness. But 
the new department stpre windows speak to her even more 
importunately than they had to him, seeming to say: “You 
need me! You need^me! You need me!” Only in this case 
me quotation is frpm Dreiser’s autobiography, rather than 
from his novel. 

But Dreiser is also Drouet, the “misher,” the flashy 

• 66 ' 



A Picture of Conditions 


dresser. Or at least in his early poverty he had aspired to 
such clothes as he describes with intimate thoroughness 
when Drouet first speaks to Carrie on the train and so im¬ 
presses her by his pink-and-white-striped shirt,- his cuff 
links set with agates, the Elks’ insigne on his watch-chari, 
his highly polished tan shoes, and his gray fedora hat. Dre i- 
ser realized that he was presenting the new manifestatic n 
of a type, “a class which at that time was first being dubb< d 
by the slang of the day ‘drun .mers.’ ” One recalls the tran 
fixed if horrified fascination with which James was i o 
record, in a long passage in 7 he American Scene, the ubii - 
uity of the type in our new ! msiness civilization. But Drs - 
ser felt at home with Drouet. though he probed at once t o 
the bottom of the man’s sha; low vanity. It has been nott d 
that in Drouet’s rapid “technique” for engaging Carrie 's 
attention Dreiser is also close to one of George Ade’s Fabhs 
in Slang; but this would appear to be a common indebted¬ 
ness to American ways. 

In a more profound sense Dreiser is also Hurstwood. Or 
rather, Hurstwood, basking in the blaze of lights and dark 
polished woodwork of Fitzgerald and Moy’s and affable 
with the rich and well-placed members of his clientele, is 
at home in the splendor that had exercised such a tug upon 
Dreiser, the outsider looking in. And when later in New 
York, Hurstwood, no longer in his luck, begins to sag step 
by step down into the bottomless pit of poverty, Dreiser 
renders every detail of what he himself most dreaded. 

The most valuable thing that Balzac had taught him was 
to regard the ever-changing surfaces of the new American 
cities as having historical importance. Dreiser could 
scarcely share Balzac’s confidence that he was “the secre¬ 
tary to society”; but, having found that St. Louis or Pitts- 
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burgh was in its basic human passions no different from 
the gre^ world’s capital, he could hold his material in seri¬ 
ous p^spective. From his opening pages he believed that 
he '^s adding to the American record, introducing Drouet 
inydetail “lest this order of individual should permanently 
pass.” Impressed as he was throughout his life by the “ne^y- 
ness” of his world, he was concerned to note such things 
as that Hurstwood, at his moment of crisis, just after taking 
the money, calls Carrie from a drugstore which contained 
“one of the first private telephone booths ever erected.” 
These details are presented more baldly than they would 
be in more sophisticated fiction. Dreiser tells us that “At 
that time the department store was in its earliest form of 
successful operation, and there were not many. The first 
three in the United States, established about 1884, were in 
Chicago.” In the light of this method of documenting his 
milieu, we become even more aware why Dreiser no less 
than Carrie was awed by the great new buildings. With an 
equal sense of adding to architectural history, Louis Sulli¬ 
van had made, in some of these stores, the finest contribu¬ 
tions of his functionalism. 

It has often been remarked that Dreiser describes objects 
as though no one else had ever described them. His realiza-| 
tion that all of his surroundings were changing continuously* 
and rapidly served not only to detach him from them but^ 
also to make him want to seize upon them before they dis¬ 
appeared. This again was a great asset for his work. He re¬ 
called that not even the name “North Shore Drive,” where 
Carrie goes riding with Hurstwood, dated back a dozen 
years. When he located the room of Carrie’s chorus-girl 
friend in New York on 19th Street near Fourth Avenue, 
he noted that it was in “a block now given up wholly to of- 
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fice buildings.” The lapse of time here between “then” 
“now” was scarcely six years, but the fact that Dreiser ” 
could regard the change as constituting histoiy was one of 
the chief reasons why his narrative has so much weight. It 
was why Floyd Dell would feel that Dreiser had conveyed 
Chicago in its full density, whereas Norris, xs\ The Pit, 
seemed to him to have sketched it in merely as a theatrica 
backdrop. 

Dreiser had a particular fondness for reproducing the in 
teriors in which his characters lived. The bleakness of Car 
rie’s sister’s flat, where she stays at first, could have beei 
selected from many memories The apartment overlookin' 
Union Park in which Droue: establishes Carrie is locater 
where Dreiser had taken a ro' >m when he was a beginninj 
reporter; but he fills it with bric-a-brac and a Brussels car • 
pet “with gorgeous impossible flowers” which are mon: 
suitable to Carrie. 

The heroine he installs here is very different from any 
that James or Hawthorne would have portrayed, to cite 
Dreiser’s chief American predecessors who built novels 
around the characters of women. James deliberately sought 
out the exceptional case, an Isabel Archer or a Milly 
Theale, whose intense consciousness was her main resource, 
and his main way of measuring values. For the vibrations 
of her inner life took her to heights of perceptiou^nd ap¬ 
preciation not to be reached by the crude or the unaware. 
Dreiser tells us at the outset that Carrie “was possessed of a 
mind rudimentary in its powers of observation and analysis. 

. . . In intuitive graces she was still crude.” And he soon 
adds: “It must not be thought that anyone could have mis¬ 
taken her for a nervous, sensitive, high-strung nature.” 
James would have thought that a nature so lacldng in the 
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inner no less than the outer endowments which made the 
exceptional American girl the heiress of all the ages was not 
worth treating at ail. 

Hawthorne would have been even more puzzled by some 
of Dreiser’s assumptions about her. Hawthorne had taken 
the view that Hester Prynne possessed a deeper moral na¬ 
ture than her Puritan judges, but he could hardly have un¬ 
derstood Dreiser’s remark that Carrie “was saved because 
she was hopeful.” Dreiser did not think very consistently in 
,such terms, since he had immersed Carrie in a world apart 
from all theological sanctions, the actual existence that he 
knew. Yet the title of the novel appears as The Flesh and 
the Spirit in Dreiser’s first agreement with Doubleday, and 
it is instructive to observe the kind of allegorical pattern he 
had in mind. When Carrie first goes out with Drouet for 
an' evening, Dreiser remarks that she “had no excellent 
^ome principles fixed upon her.” When she accepts the 
salesman’s further attentions, Dreiser adds that she had “only 
an average little conscience.” 

But he does not develop t he' struggle between for ces in 
these conventional term s. Carrie’ s craving for pl easure, as 
represented by money and chiefly by clothes—the “things” 
which the fastidiousness of James’s Fleda Vetch would 
have rejected as beneath her—is described at first as being 
the chief “stay” of her otherwise timid nature. Yet she is 
too full of “wonder” ever to be greedy. Dreiser also em¬ 
phasizes that she feels “the constant drag to something bet¬ 
ter.” This is suggested initially in her gradual r ealization 
that she possesses an emotional depth quite beyond the scope 
of the gemal bu t ego t istic drummer. Hurstwood is drawn 
to her by something more tender and appealing than he has 
found in any other woman. But Dreiser manages to crystal- 
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lize her essential quality only when she gets a casual chance 
to appear in amateur theatricals, and unexpectedly reveals 
something of “the sympathetic, impressionable nature,*? 
the “pathos” of the true actress. 

The potentiality glimpsed here is what Dreiser had ir. 
mind when speaking of “the spirit,” as he does in severa 
of his chapter titles. These are oddly cast in the languagt 
of magazine verse, and most o? them even fall into metrica 
lines of eleven or twelve syllables. They throw considerabli 
light on Dreiser’s intentions. ‘ The Lure of the Spirit: Thi 
Flesh in Pursuit” serves as the title for the two successivi 
chapters in which I lurstwood, having witnessed her per 
formance in Augustin Daly’s i Tnder the Gaslight, begins t< 
be seriously stirred by her, and begs her to come away witi 
him. Not knowing that he is married, she agrees on cqndl 
tion that he marry her. When she discovers the true state: 
of affairs, she is “a spirit in travail.” Then—in a more com¬ 
plex sequence than the bare facts of Dreiser’s sister’s situ¬ 
ation—Hurstwood, who does not divulge that he has stolen 
the money, persuades her to take the train on the pretext 
that Drouet has been injured and is in a hospital outside 
the city, and only then reveals that he and she are bound 
for Montreal. The chapter-title reads “A Pilgrim, An Out¬ 
law: The Spirit Detained.” Dreiser continues to think of 
Carrie as an ignorant but slowly wakening seeker after 
some deeper significance in life. The first chapter after 
their arrival in New York is “The Kingdom of Greatness: 
The Pilgrim Adream.” But it is only after Hurstwood has 
drifted far into the maelstrom of misfortune that she realizes 
that she must strike out for herself, and thinks of trying 
her lot on the stage, in a chapter headed “The Spirit Awak¬ 
ens: New Search for the Gate.” 
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pThe flesh,” as embodied in Hurstwood, is scarcely con- 
c^ed as evil. In the account of Carrie’s “pilgrimage,” 
Dreiser is mainly concerned with her growth into posses¬ 
sion of a gift, of whose existence she has been wholly un- 
aware.^She is passive rather than active, receptive rather 
than aggressive, and is spurred on mainly by what he calls 
her “helpful, urging melancholy.’’i^By the end of the book 
he is attributing “emotional greatness” to her of the uncon¬ 
scious sort that, without knowing it, can project on the 
stage an expression of universal longing,’ what Dreiser’s 
forebears would have called Sehnsucht. In a brief epilogue 
akin to those that Balzac sometimes used, Dreiser returns to 
his own kind of moral judgment of her: “Not evil but that 
which is better, more often directs the steps of the erring. 
Not evil, but goodness more often allures the feeling mind 
unused to reason.” But Carrie is not happy. Dreiser’s last 
phrase to describe her spirit is “a harp in the wind.” She has 
seen through her tinsel pleasures with Drouet. She has 
grown beyond the sphere of Hurstwood. And she finds 
herself essentially solitary. Dreiser takes leave of her, say¬ 
ing: “Know then, that fbr you is neither surfeit nor con¬ 
tent. In your rocking-chair by your window dreaming, shall 
you long, alone. In your rocking-chair, by your window, 
shall you dream such happiness as you may never feel.” 

The core of Dreiser’s problem in endowing Carrie with 
the reality we find in the heroines of Hawthorne and James 
has already been suggested by the stilted language of the 
chapter titles. Carrie is real when her heart is fixed on a lit¬ 
tle tan jacket with large mother-of-pearl buttons, “which 
was all the rage that fall.” She is real, for one thing, because 
that final phrase comes naturally both to her and to Drei¬ 
ser. Through Carrie, also, Dreiser found a register for what 
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Floyd Dell called “the poetry of Chicago,” noting that 
Dreiser looked not “to see the badness of the city, nor its 
goodness,” but “its beauty and its ugliness,” and that he 
saw “a beauty in its ugliness.’CBut Carrie is a much less 
likely vehicle for the realization at which Dreiser himself 
was just arriving, a realization of some of the attributes of 
the artistic temperament. We have a hard time believing 
in her “emotional greatness” as she works her way up from 
chorus girl to star, largely been use from the moment Drei¬ 
ser introduces her as “a half-e(;uipped little knight” he has 
tinged his conception with banality and sentimentality.' 
Dreiser’s realm of “the spirit, ’ in rejecting conventional 
standards, is so loosely defined and moreover so cluttered 
with cliches that it is ,hard to respond any longer to his 
sense of liberation in it.^His mo>t serious inadequacy in pre¬ 
senting his heroine is not what Mrs. Doubleday thought— 
that Carrie is too unconventional—but that .she is not un¬ 
conventional enough. The only way we could sense what 
Dreiser calls her “feeling mind” would be to see her deeply 
stirred, and this she never is., ^der affairs with Drouet and 
Hurstwood are so slurred over, in instinctive accordance 
with what was then demanded of fiction, that they are 
robbed of any warmth. She is never a woman in love.^' 

Th e central vitality of the novel, however Dreiser may 
have conceived it, lies in Hurstwood. In handling him, 
Dreiser seems to have learned for himself what Taine had 
urged upon the French novelists: “Man cannot be separated 
from his milieu; he leaves his imprint upon his exterior life, 
his house, his furniture, his affairs. . . .” Hurstwood’s solid,' 
hearty manner, just like his clothes—“not loud, not incon¬ 
spicuous”—gave to Fitzgerald and Moy’s the air that it 
needed. Its life was his life. We feel this in a redoubled 
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sense when we see him at home, in the marriage that has 
become a “tinder box,” his wife cold, self-centered and 
ambitious, his son and daughter wanting from him only 
money, the whole relationship becoming drier and drier 
and waiting only to flare into an explosion. Dreiser’s em- 
j)hasis here is on the opposite side of Taine’s proposition. 
lA man hardly exists apart from the milieu that nourishes 
him. The Hurstwood who is so affable with John L. Sulli¬ 
van is driven into morose silence in such a household) 

In his relationship with Carrie we feel his physical pres¬ 
ence throughout, as we do not feel hers, even though Drei¬ 
ser skirts the details of his passion. He is a man of forty, 
slowly but deeply aroused again to what Dreiser calls “the 
tragedy of affection.” Another of Dreiser’s basic assump¬ 
tions comes out in the scene of Hurstwood’s crisis, exactly 
midway through the book, the scene in which, having quar¬ 
reled bitterly with his wife who has begun to learn of his 
interest in Carrie, he steals the money. We can understand 
why Dreiser found this scene so hard to write when we 
note how he transformed the bare facts. Chance is the con- 
tr plling force in Dreiser’s world, and chance pl'esidcs over 
this scene. Hurstwood has had no previous thought of steal- 
1 ing. He has been spending the evening in the bar, drinking 
a little more than usual with some of the clientele because 
of his upset state of mind. When he steps into his office at 
the closing-up hour, he finds that the daytime cashier has 
forgotten to lock the safe, a thing that has not happened 
before. Glancing into the safe before locking it himself, he 
is surprised to see far more money than he thought Fitz¬ 
gerald and Moy usually left there. He picks up the parcels 
of bills and mechanically counts them. Only then, “floun¬ 
dering among a jumble of thoughts,” does temptation strike 
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him. Here is his means of escape with Carrie. But he puts 
the money back in its drawer. Then he takes it out again, 
and feels it “so smooth, so compact, so portable.” He puts 
it into his hand satchel. Then in a moment of revulsion, he 
starts to replace it in the safe; but, while the bills are in hii: 
hands, he pushes the door in his excitement and the loci 
clicks shut. This is the same kind of crisis that will lie at th( 
core of An American Tragedy. There is no doubt aboui 
Hurstwood’s desire to steal. But the act is an accident. 

This central image of insecmity—and the full picture o) 
Hurstwood’s wavering back md fo rth is masterly—sym- 
bolizes the whole society that Dreiser evokes. It is a societ) 
in which there are no real eq ials, and no equilibrium, but 
/mly people moving up and di ivn. The thoroughness with 
which he pursues this fact prov ides him with the successive' 
links in his structure. Carrie feels herself above the “com¬ 
mon” machine girls, but is at lirst dazzled by Drouet. The 
salesman in turn admires the substantial manager, regards 
Fitzgerald and Moy’s as “a way-up swell place,” and is at¬ 
tracted there by “his desire to shine among his betters.” As 
always with Dreiser, only the massed details themselves 
rather than any summary of them can convey the solidity 
of their effect. Here is Hurstwood’s knowledge of where 
he stands: “He knew by name, and could greet personally 
with a ‘Well, old fellow’ hundreds of actors, merchants, 
politicians, and the general run of successful characters 
about town, and it was part of his success to do so. He had 
a finely graduated scale of informality and friendship, 
which improved from the ‘How do you do’ addressed to 
the fifteen-dollar-a-week clerks and office attaches, who, by 
long frequenting of the place, became aware of his posi¬ 
tion, to the ‘Why, old man, how are you?’ which he ad- 
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dressed to those noted or rich individuals who knew him 
and were inclined to be friendly. There was a class, how¬ 
ever, too rich, too famous, or too successful, with whom 
he could not attempt any familiarity of address, and with 
these he was professionally tactful, assuming a grave and 
dignified attitude, paying them the deference which would 
win their good feeling without in the least compromising 
his own bearing and opinions. There were, in the last place, 
a few good followers, neither rich nor poor, famous, nor 
yet remarkably successful, with whom he was friendly on 
the score of good-fellowship. These were the kind of men 
with whom he would converse longest and most seriously. 
He loved to go out and have a good time once in a while 
—to go to the races, the theatres, the sporting entertain¬ 
ments at some of the clubs. He kept a horse and neat trap, 
had his wife and two children, who were well established 
in a neat house on the North Side near Lincoln Park, and 
was altogether a very acceptable individual of our great 
American upper class—the first grade below the luxuriously 
rich.” 

The last detail is what so rankles with his family, whose 
eyes are fixed exclusively upon the select social world into 
which they have hardly begun to penetrate. It is revelatory 
of Dreiser that he puts his successful manager somewhat 
higher in the scale than he objectively belongs. The range 
which Dreiser can encompass from his own knowledge is 
from the bottom up to Hurstwood, whose domain is the 
kind to which Paul had introduced him. Beyond this lies 
the distant realm which Dreiser had not yet—had even less 
than Mrs. Hurstwood—perceived at first hand. It is no won¬ 
der that he was able to endow each stage of aspiration with 
its glowing, if frequently mean, eagerness. 
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Lwith the shift to New York, Dreiser’s main dramatic 
contrast begins slowly to establish itself. Here Carrie is to 
nse, while Hurstwood is gradually to sink. Jrhe chapter 
after their arrival begins: “Whatever a man like ilurst- 
wood could be in Chicago, it is very evident that he would 
be but an inconspicuous drop in an ocean like New York.”- 
Here again Dreiser reflects on the dwarfing effect sur¬ 
roundings can have upon the individual: “The great create 
an atmosphere which reacts baitly upon the small.” Hurst¬ 
wood must start all over again under an assumed name, and 
the establishment with which he gets connected is very 
shabby in contrast with what he had left behind him. He 
goes along for three years with “no apparent slope down¬ 
ward,” but Dreiser adds that \\ hen a man of Hurstwood’s 
age is no longer advancing, the balance is inescapably “sag¬ 
ging to the grave side.” 

Hurstwood thinks of himself as “outside a walled city,” 
the sounds of his old life being buried more and more re¬ 
motely within. His real start down begins when the owner 
of the land on which his bar is located decides to sell it, 
and H urstwood is out of a job ,. He follows want ads that 
lead nowhere, until he is asking himself “What’s the use?” 
Dreiser records each stage of hi s relapse into apat hy, none 
of them quite perceptible to Hurstwood until it has en¬ 
gulfed him. There is the first time that he lounges in the 
lobby of a Broadway hotel instead of pursuing any further 
fruitless leads—an act for which he has contempt, and which 
he then repeats. He begins to shave every other day, every 
third day, every week. By then he is hardly looking at the 
want ads any more. In a flash of his old cocksure inde¬ 
pendence he tries his hand at a poker game, but loses. It is 
at this point that Carrie, frightened by the realization of 
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where they have drifted, makes her resolution to try to get 
a job. Although Hurstwood feels a faint stirring of shame 
at her suggestion, this is overcome by his heavy lassitude. 
He now takes charge of the household details, and when 
he runs up as much of an account as one grocer will stand 
and then shifts to another, Dreiser remarks; “The game of 
a desperate man had begun.*- 

To prove to Carrie and himself that he can still do 
something, he tries to work as a scab motorman d uring a 
strike, but is pulled down from his car and shot at. As he 
retreats again to rocking and dozing by the radiator, he 
dwells more and more in the past, even to hearing scraps 
of old conversation: “You’re a dandy, Hurstwood.” It is 
shortly after this that Carrie leaves him. The changing cir¬ 
cumstances have long since moved them far apart. Through 
the people living across the hall she has met a young en¬ 
gineer named Ames, who talks to her about books she has 
never heard of, and she senses in him someone superior to 
Hurstwood. She never has a very coherent idea of Hurst- 
wood’s troubles. Dreiser makes the point that Hurstwood 
never told her about stealing the money, which he had sent 
back from Montreal. As he becomes completely altered 
from the handsome magnetic man she first knew to the 
drab figure brooding over his newspaper in the corner, her 
feelings cool. Her “heart misgave her” at walking out. “She 
did not want to make anyone who had been good to her 
feel badly.” But she does not see how she can support them 
both and have enough left for the clothes she needs for her 
new career. 

{ Dreiser effectively offsets the line of her rise against that 
of Hurstwood’s decline. When she first attracts the critics’ 
attention, he reads of it “down in a third-rate Bleecker 
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Street hotel.” “ ‘Well, let her have it,’ he said, ‘I won’t 
bother her.’ ” He still had that much grim pride<' But there 
surged up before his eyes “a picture of the old, shiny, plush- 
covered world . . . with its„ lights, its ornaments, it& car¬ 
riages, and flowers. Ah, she was in the walled city now!” 
But Dreiser underscores this with irony.'Carrie feels for the 
moment, to be sure, as though the door had opened “to an 
Aladdin’s cave.” She soon realises that she has not really 
arrived anywhere. “If she wantt d to do anything better or 
moye higher she must have mor^ great deal more.” 

\ Dreiser’s use of such contrasting scenes in the final chap¬ 
ters is his most effective structural device. These chapters 
also contain one of the major act ounts of the nature of pov¬ 
erty in American fiction. Melville had comprehended in 
Redbum the utter misery of the slums. But he had seen 
these in Liverpool; the cities of his still largely pre-indus¬ 
trial America had not yet yielded anything quite so men¬ 
acing. But by Dreiser’s time the di stance had widen ed 
between the pro mise of Jefferso n’s Am erica and th e actuali- 
ties of McKinley’s. A perception of the change had been 
at the heart of Henry George’s Progress and Poverty. It 
gave a peculiar urgency to his descriptions of conditions, 
as Bernard Shaw discerned: “Some of us regretted that he 
was an American, and therefore necessarily about fifty 
years out of date in his economics and sociology from the 
point of view of an older country; but only an American 
could have seen in a single lifetime the growth of the whqle 
tragedy of civilization from the primitive forest clearing.” 

Being^poor, as many Europeans have observed, can be 
particularly savage in a country where the mores of in- 
^^^iCidualism consider it a disgrace, and where the official 
attitude is therefore tempted to pretend that poverty does 
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not exist. The popular fiction of Dreiser’s day had made it 
seem almost as remote as sex^In Carrie’s eyes, “Everything 
about poverty was terri ble,” but its f ull quality enters the 
hook only after Hurstwood is down to his last fifty cents. 
He gets a job in the basement of a hotel, falls sick with 
pneumonia, and is sent to Bellevue. From that point it is a 
short step to begging. One of the most effective dramatic 
passages is where Hurstwood, crossing Broadway one 
night, notices an ex-soldier who, as Dreiser remarks, “hav¬ 
ing suffered the whips and privations of our peculiar social 
system, had concluded that his duty to the God which he 
conceived lay in aiding his fellow-man.” He stands on a 
corner soliciting money for beds, at twelve cents apiece, 
for a file of men who knowing that this is his nightly prac¬ 
tice gather behind him out of the shadows/Here Dreiser 
can make a full contrast between the world of splendor and 
the world of misery, the world he had longed for and the 
world he dreaded, the world into which Carrie has entered 
and the world into which Hurstwood^ has sunk. Having 
loitered to watch a man in evening dress hand a bank note 
to the captain, Hurstwood edges up to the end of the line. 
Dreiser calls this chapter “Curious Shifts of the Poor,” and 
one of the reasons why its details stand out with particular 
mastery is that he was drawing on an article he had writ¬ 
ten under the same title for Demorest’s the year before. By 
introducing Hurstwood into his picture, he has given it a 
dynamic emotional center such as none of his articles could 
have. 

Hurstwood’s self-reliant pride is now spent. He hangs 
around the theater door determined that Carrie must help 
him. But the scene of their meeting is brief and bleak. See¬ 
ing that she is frightened at his shabby appearance, he re- 
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sents her even as he asks for money. She hurriedly pulls 
out the contents of her purse, but it amounts to only nine 
dollars in all. The next step down will be when Hurstwood 
is begging and sometimes sleeping in the park, not even 
aware of the sign “blazing” her name in a new show. Here 
Dreiser drew again on his article for an account of the 
breadlines. He knew that they were a constant feature of 
the city even in times of prosperity, “when little is heard 
of the unemployed.” But one re ison why his picture has so 
much objective weight is his resistance to any tendency to 
sentimentalize it. His article hail concluded that “the indi¬ 
viduals composing this driftwood are no more miserable 
than others,” that in fact some of them had been coarsened 
by their experience to suffer less than some of their sym¬ 
pathizers. The tap-root of Dreiser’s feeling probed to a far 
deeper level than any facile pity. Dorothy Dudley per¬ 
ceived its source when Dreiser told her that he had broken 
off his manuscript because he “felt unworthy” to write 
about Hurstwood’s decline. “I think,” she said, “that I have 
not heard elsewhere .such abject reverence in the face of 
misery as suddenly sounded in this man’s voice. If genius 
is caring for human beings more than others know how to 
care, then Dreiser has genius.” 

By now Hurstwood, to whom “life had always seemed 
a precious thing,” has “about concluded that the game was 
up.” He remembers a lodging house that has small, close 
rooms with gas jets, but then reflects that he has not the 
necessary fifteen cents—not even enough money to kill 
himself. He begs from a gentleman coming out of a barber 
shop, but when he unexpectedly gets a quarter the idea of 
death fades out of his mind for the time being. But as the 
worst winter weather sets in, he has less and less to eat. One 
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evening, so exhausted as to be hardly clear where he is go¬ 
ing, he shambles into Broadway at 39th Street, and is face 
to face with a large poster of Carrie. Despite his previous 
resolve not to go near her again, he makes a confused lunge 
at the stage door. But the attendant pushes him away, and 
he slips and falls in the snow. 

At that moment, as Hurstwood moves to his end through 
a succession of contrasts, Carrie is sitting in her apartment 
at the Waldorf, reading ?ere Goriot, which Ames had rec¬ 
ommended to her. She is stirred by the old man’s sufferings 
and feels sorry for the people outside in the storm. Her 
thoughts are interrupted by her actress friend Lola, who is 
standing at the window. “ ‘Look at that man over there,’ 
laughed Lola, who had caught sight of someone falling 
down. ‘How sheepish men look when they fall, don’t 
they?’ ” 

At that moment Drouet, who is also now located in New 
York, is shaking the snow from his ulster in the lobby of 
the Imperial. He is on his way up, in charge of a branch 
office. Impressed by seeing Carrie on the stage, he has 
brashly slurred over the fact that she left him, and has tried 
to renew the contact, only to learn quickly from her man¬ 
ner that he is out for good. On this evening he is gaily wait¬ 
ing for another of his endless parade of girls. 

Shifting his focus once more, Dreiser turns for a page to 
Hurstwood’s wife and daughter and the rich husband the 
girl has landed. They are on an eastbound train on their 
way to a vacation in Italy, and they now have the cold hard 
luster to which they had aspired. A few days later Hurst¬ 
wood will go to his suicide, and not even Carrie will be 
adware of it. 

\ By picking up and dropping again the threads of these 
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other lives in his final pages, Dreiser enforces our sensation 
of isolation, of a world divested of lasting human contacts. 
This has been accumulating from the start of the book. 
Once Carrie is in the city, we hear no more of her family 
in the country. Once she has left her sister’s with Drouet, 
she apparently never sees her again. In New York she re¬ 
flects: “I have been in this house with nine other families 
for over a year and I don’t know a soul.” Hurstwood has 
no relation with Shaughnessy, his three-year associate in 
the bar, that lasts a moment be%'ond the sale of the prop¬ 
erty. When Carrie has her first success and her picture in 
the papers, she can think of “no one she knew well enough 
to send them to.” The continual emphasis on such details 
makes us realize that Dreiser (onceives of the city as a 
j ungle in a broader sense than th it m which Upton Sinclair 
was to conceive it. Not just the poorest in the stock- 
yards are oppressed by its naked struggle, but people on all 
levels who, moving up or down, are rarely able to meet 
and embrace as equals^ j 

Dreiser’s few basic and recurrent symbolic images serve 
to underscore this view. The symbol he makes most of—as 
we have already seen—is that of clothes, which Veblen was 
singling out at the same time, in The Theory of the Leisure 
Class, as giving a peculiarly representative expression of 
“pecuniary culture.\^Clothes in Dreiser are the chief means 
of display, of lifting a character above where he was, and 
by that fact above someone else. They lure—but really they 
separate., j 

His use of other images is rudimentary; he hardly thinks 
of them as a resource; but for this very reason there is a 
particular significance in a cluster that helps to create the 
movement of life as he feels it. As Carrie steps out of the 
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>ixain in Chicago, she is—in the last phrase of the opening 
chapter—“a lone figure in a tossing thoughtless sea.” Other 
water-images heighten the sense of division. When Carrie 
has left the factory girls behind her, it is “as if some great 
tide had rolled between them.” More recurrent are the 
phrases which project Dreiser’s feeling that people, are 
swept by forces far beyond their control. “The little shop¬ 
girl was getting into deep water. She was letting her few 
supports float away from her.” One of the most effectively 
condensed similes, foreshadowing Hurstwood’s disastrous 
career, is that which epitomizes his break with his wife; 
“He was like a vessel, powerful and dangerous, but rolling 
and floundering without sail.” From this point increasingly 
Dreiser sees his characters as “drifting.” He uses this word 
very often, perhaps more often than he realized, though not 
often enough to make the reader too conscious of it. Car¬ 
rie, caught between Drouet and Hurstwood, is described 
as “an anchorless, storm-beaten little craft which could do 
absolutely nothing but drift.” Later she will be “drifting” 
out of Hurstwood’s life, as he is “drifting farther and far¬ 
ther into a situation which could have but one ending.” 
By the close not only the crowd outside the flop-house are 
“of the class which simply floats and drifts, every wave of 
people washing up one, as breakers do driftwood upon a 
stormy shore.” . 

Dreiser’s other chief image of movement is, curiously 
enough, one of slow calm within the ceaseless flux. The first 
night at her sister’s flat Carrie “drew the one small rocking- 
chair up to the open window, and sat looking out upon the 
night and streets in silent wonder.” She soothes herself 
again and again “rocking to and fro,” thinking, as in the 
scene with which Dreiser ends the book. Hurstwood takes 
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similar refuge. The evening when Carrie is about to leave 
him, “all unconscious of his doom, he rocked and read his 
paper.” Here Dreiser’s repetition—there are more than a 
couple of dozen instances—probably becomes too obtrt»sive. 
But his instinctive fondness for this image is very revealing of 
the rhythm of experience he is projecting.'The back-and- , 
forth sway of the chair can do nothing to arrest the drift of 
events. Both movements are slo'^v, but one is inexorable. 

Incidentally, Dreiser’s own fc ndness for a rocking chair, 
which many interviews with hin noted, suggests a physical 
basis for the rhythm of his tht'Ughts. The slowness with 
which things occur in his novels is one of the ways by 
which he gives them weightVHo has very little of the psy¬ 
chologist’s skill in portraying t le inner life of his charac¬ 
ters, but he is caught by an overwhelming sense of the 
flow of life, mysterious beyond any probing. He remarks 
of Hurstwood that his apathy was “almost inexplicable,” 
and some readers are impatient at Dreiser’s frequent lack of 
skill in detailed motivation. What he has expressed at the 
core of Sister Carrie has been well described by Charles 
Walcutt in the course of pointing out how basically Drei¬ 
ser differs from Zola; it is “this quality of life—shifting, 
elusive, unaccountable—that holds our attention, rather 
than the spectacle of carefully analyzed forces operating! 
under ‘experimental’ conditions. . . . Dreiser does not 
make even a pretense of controlling his conditions and dis¬ 
covering truths about the nature of human psychology and 
physiology.” Where Zola’s theory would “put most em¬ 
phasis-on the extraction of laws about human nature— 
Dreiser Ls most'.uncertain and most sure t hat no certainty 
c an be attain ed.” 

A novel resulting from such a reading of existence is, not 
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surprisingly, more impressive in its main sweep than in all 
its details. The same thing is true of Dreiser’s style. Emer¬ 
son found Whitman’s language a strange “mixture of the 
Bhagvat-Geeta and the Neia York Herald.” Dreiser’s mix¬ 
ture was even stranger since his journalistic usages were not 
counterbalanced by any pure body of poetry or scripture. 
The passages conveying the “glamor” of the city as Carrie 
felt it, in a chrome equivalent of The Arabian Nights, are 
in a sense accidental rather than intentional. He is not de¬ 
liberately using Carrie as a register, as a later master of our 
city speech might have. He himself felt the city in the same 
way, but when he strove for effect he merely fell into the 
stilted usages of magazine fiction: “Thus was Carrie’s name 
bandied about in the most frivolous and gay of places, and 
that also when the little toiler was bemoaning her narrow 
lot.” If one began enumerating the fancy cliches that spat¬ 
ter his pages—“lightsome,” “halcyon,” “prancing pair of 
bays,” “airy grace”—one might conclude that this writer 
could not possibly break through to freshness. But what 
bothered his first reviewers was the opposite tendency, the 
extent to which Dreiser introduced words from his own 
conversation: “flashy,” “nobby,” “truly swell saloon,” 
“dress suit affair.” Objections on these grounds led him to 
say (at the time of the book’s reissue in 1907): “To sit up 
and criticize me for saying ‘vest’ instead of ‘waistcoat’; to 
talk about my splitting the infinitive and using vulgar com¬ 
monplaces here and there, when the tragedy of a man’s life 
is being displayed, is silly. ... It makes me feel that 
American criticism is the joke that English authorities main¬ 
tain it to be.” 

But once more this partly dodges the question, and also 
fails to do justice to the firm body of what he achieved. 
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Charges of clumsiness have been repeated against him so 
often that they have obscured the many passages where, 
like the journeyman painter, he has a mastery of the plain 
style. When his mind was most absorbed with what he had 
to say, the flourishes of the feature-writer fell away, as did 
also the cumbersome, only half-accurate abstract terms 
(“affectional,” “actualities”)- Then he could write long 
passages where nothing is striking except the total effect, 
[^e is at his rare best in conveying the first understated rift 
between Hurstwood and Carrie, with everything keyed 
down to the neutral phrases that passed between them over 
the supper table. Or in conve} ing the brutal blankness of 
Hurstwood’s separation from ‘ds partner Shaughnessy, or 
the pitiful blankness of the sc« ne where Hurstwood begs 
from Carrie. Or in the entire chapter dealing with the 
streetcar strike, or in that one on the “curious shifts” of the 
poor. It is impossible to suggest the power of these in brief 
quotations, or in anything short of the whole. The same 
would be true of the pages in which Hurstwood moves to¬ 
wards his end through a winter evening, which is portrayed 
in uniform tones of “somber” and “thickening” air, “dirty 
store fronts,” and “dingy brown” snow. This is the close 
of the passage, after Hurstwood has paid his fifteen cents 
and gone to his small room: 

“Now he began leisurely to take off his clothes, but 
stopped first with his coat, and tucked it along the crack 
under the door. His vest he arranged in the same place. His 
old wet, cracked hat he laid softly upon the table. Then he 
pulled off his shoes and and lay down. 

“It seemed as if he thought a while, for now he rose and 
turned the gas out, standing calmly in the blackness, hidden 
from view. After a few moments, in which he reviewed 
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nothing, but merely hesitated, he turned the gas on again, 
but applied no match. Even then he stood there, hidden 
wholly in the kindness that is night, while the uprising 
fumes filled the room. When the odour reached his nostrils, 
he quit his attitude and fumbled for the bed. 

“ ‘What’s the use?’ he said weakly, as he stretched him¬ 
self to rest.” 
r 

’There are no words here for ornament, and the predom¬ 
inating monosyllables are right for the basic simplicity. The 
only three-syllabled word in the first paragraph is one that 
calls attention to Dreiser’s tragic irony. His resolve taken, 
Hurstwood can be “leisurely,” though his leisure will be 
only in the “rest” of death. Dreiser’s feeling for the dig¬ 
nity of man, even at the last extreme, comes through in 
Hurstwood’s calmness. But the key-word in bringing out 
Dreiser’s attitude towards life is “kindness.” Even at its 
worst, life contains something which he, with full compas¬ 
sion for his beaten hero, will not reject, but will embrace 
with tenderness. 

What Sister Carrie brought into American literature in 
1900 may be pointed up further by a few comparisons. The 
difference in scope between Howells and Dreiser may be 
observed most concretely by turning back to the account 
of the streetcar strike that Howells introduced into A Haz¬ 
ard of New Fortunes (1890), the first of his novels to deal 
with New York. Writing a preface for it twenty years 
later, Howells was quite right in believing this novel to 
have become his “most vital” in response to his “quickened 
interest” in the life about him in the vast city in which he 
had just settled. He also had the opportunity of studying a 
strike at first hand, with the result that his story “began to 
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find its way to issues nobler and larger than those of the 
love-affairs common to fiction.” 

He used the strike in his novel as a double means of 
bringing his plot to a climax, and of concentrating tlie so¬ 
cial views of his chief characters. The hero, March, a lib¬ 
eral magazine-editor, is the temperate observer who sounds 
the theme that “the roads have rights and the strikers have 
rights, but the public has no rights at all.” Old Dryfoos, 
the German-American who has struck it rich in Pennsyl¬ 
vania oil, says, “If I had my wa\'^ I’d have a lot of those vag¬ 
abonds hung.” The main tens’on in the book is between 
Dryfoos and his radical religi >us son, Coiurad, who now 
outrages his father by being s; mpathetic with the strikers 
—though taking the position t'lat strikes, like all violence, 
are wrong. Miss Vance, the r;ch girl who works for the 
cause of the poor, blames her own class, but thinks that 
someone should point out to the strikers the futility of their 
effort and persuade them to stop. Moved by her words, 
Conrad walks over towards the West Side, and arrives just 
at the moment of an outbreak of violence—which March 
also witnesses. The old radical, Lindau (who had lost his 
hand in our Civil War), is being clubbed by a policeman. 
Conrad tries to come to his aid, but is shot by a stray bul^ 
let and instantly killed. The stump of Lindau’s arm is so 
badly shattered that it has to be amputated, and he dies 
from the shock. 

Howells’s scene of crisis is much too melodramatic to be 
effective in his otherwise quiet book. But there is no ques¬ 
tion that, as a reader of Henry George and Edward Bel¬ 
lamy, he was able to perceive several of the leading issues 
that came to the surface through a strike. Dreiser presented 
far fewer issues. The strike simply offered Hurstwood a 
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chance of proving that he “was not down yet.” When he 
first read about it in the papers, he sympathized with the 
men’s demands; “indeed, it is a question whether he did not 
always sympathize Avith them to the end, belie him as his 
actions might.” But the fact that Hurstwood—and Dreiser 
—have known the brutal necessity of having a job seem;s to 
have brought all the material much closer. Howells, like 
March, has conscientiously observed a strike. Dreiser has 
virtually enacted one. 

In part this is a matter of more incisive handling. In a sin¬ 
gle sentence he cuts through the assumptions of Howells’s 
liberals: “There was nothing so helpful to the companies as 
peaceful methods.” Yet Dreiser is not writing as a radical. He 
is only drawing on the store of what he began to know, 
without realizing it, when he watched that Chicago strike 
at sixteen. His conversation, which can sometimes be fum¬ 
bling, is here compact and right. It is what he has heard for 
himself, as well as what he read in the papers at the time 
of another strike during his first winter in New York. “A 
poor man ain’t nowhere. You could starve, by God, right in 
the streets, and there ain’t most no one would help you.” 
An effective touch of irony comes when the strikers have 
stopped the car Hurstwood is running, and their leader 
says: “Come off the car, pardner. . . . We’re all working 
men, like yourself.” The fact that Hurstwood—and Dreiser 
—had not been working men adds detachment to their in¬ 
volvement, and the combination makes for objective 
weight. 

We live through the experience with Hurstwood, until 
he has had enough and quits. The strike has not served 
Dreiser, as it did Howells, to get away from the materials 
of conventional fiction. It is of a piece with the rest of his 
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book. In the dozen chapters following Conrad’s death 
Howells diffused his energies in tying up all the strands of 
his plot, even taking Conrad’s sister to Europe to marry a 
French nobleman. Dreiser did not have to escape fn.m the 
conventional love affairs expected by Howells’s audience; 
he had rejected them before he began. And the fact that it 
would not have occurred to him to describe the strike issues 
as “noble”—a word particular!) dear to the genteel tradition 
and scarcely in Dreiser’s vocal »ulary—enabled him to por¬ 
tray its savage reality. We can comprehend now how far 
he saw into his “picture of con ditions,” as we can also per¬ 
ceive the rudimentary but forceful “craftsmanship” that em¬ 
powered him to present it in its essential lights and darks. 

A comparison with Dreiser s contemporaries is also il¬ 
luminating. McTeague is Norns’s best book, with its scenes 
“indigenous” to San Francisco, as Dreiser noted, and with 
all its author’s fres^ vigor involved in portraying his natu¬ 
ralistic animal herp^ But the account of McTeague’s decline 
into poverty breaks out of control in the highly melodra¬ 
matic scene in which he murders his estranged wife. And 
when, after his flight into Death Valley, he perishes of 
thirst, handcuffed to the dead body of his pursuer, we are 
left with the kind of immature image of violence which was 
Norris’s besetting weakness._ 

There is, naturally enough, a similar immaturity in 
Crane’s first book, undertaken when he was hardly past 
twenty. Maggie shocked many of its first readers as being 
too frank and too sordid. It now appears both forced and 
callow. Its plot is the conventional one of seduction, be¬ 
trayal, and suicide. Crane declared the Bowery to be the 
most interesting part of New York, but it is no detraction 
from his daring experiments with words to call this account 
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an outsider’s job. When he writes, “In the mingled light 
and gloom of an adjacent park, a handful of wet wanderers, 
in attitudes of chronic dejection, were scattered among the 
benches,” he suggests his essential kinship with the impres¬ 
sionistic painters. But he gives little sense of the human be¬ 
ings in his scene. Except in the page or two when Maggie 
walks through the darkness to the river, she is far less re¬ 
alized even than Carrie. Her seducer, the red-haired bar¬ 
tender Pete, behaves much more like a high-school boy. A 
single sentence describing Maggie’s mother may illustrate 
Crane’s lack of touch with his material; “With lurid face 
and tossing hair she cursed and destroyed furniture all Fri¬ 
day afternoon.” She is repeatedly described as “shrieking,” 
“howling,” “floundering,” “screeching,” “glaring,” “rav¬ 
ing,” to the point that she becomes—quite contrary to 
Crane’s intention—merely a comic grotesque. Her recurrent 
destruction of furniture overlooks a fact that Dreiser would 
not have forgotten, that there would have been no money 
to replace it. Crane had little comprehension of “the curi¬ 
ous shifts of the poor.” He was a natural-born writer, as 
Dreiser was not. When he achieved greater control over 
his flair for striking phrases, he could sustain the psycholog¬ 
ical tour de force of The Red Badge o^ Courage, and of the 
even more brilliantly wrought sho|?<er pieces, “The Open 
Boat” and “The Blue Hotel.” B*rt his sphere was not the 
somber enduring humanity of a Hurstwood. With that fig¬ 
ure Dreiser began his chief contribution to American lit¬ 
erature. 
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T he suppression of Sisttr Carrie became, particular !' 
in the nineteen-twenties, a legend with respect t > 
the problem of the artist in An^erica. As told an 1 
retold after Mencken, perhaps some of its details got ex¬ 
aggerated; perhaps, for example, Mrs. Doubleday’s role 
was overestimated. Her husband, who was abroad when 
the manuscript was accepted, may easily have pronounced 
it “an immoral book” even without her shocked protest at 
the thought of its bearing the firm’s imprint. Confronted 
with the publisher’s eagerness to cancel the contract, Drei¬ 
ser might have taken the book to another house. But with¬ 
out any financial margin he could think of no better course 
than stubbornly to insist that the reluctant firm stand by its 
agreement. In any case, on legal advice it did fulfill the bare 
letter of the contract; the book was issued in a thousand cop¬ 
ies, though with no advertising at all. 

The reviews were not all unfavorable. A high proportion 
took the position that it was “unpleasant” or “not elevating 
mental food,” or went on to object that “there is no strong 
or noble nature in the book; neither is there any lady or 
gentleman. . . . If only Carrie could be more like Trilby!” 
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But one reviewer who said, “You would never dream of 
recommending it to another person to read,” had to con¬ 
clude that “the fact remains that as a work of literature and 
the philosophy of human life it comes within sight of great¬ 
ness.” Still another said: “The characters are so genuine 
that they produce that queer feeling . . . one sometimes 
gets from listening to a phonograph. You are certain that 
the human beings must lie just a little back of the talk.” But 
Dreiser’s first real champion was William Marion Reedy of 
St. Louis, whose Mirror was later to encourage Masters 
and Sandburg, He had no hesitation in declaring Sister Car¬ 
rie “a tip-top novel.” The English reviewers were in the 
main impressed by this American’s being “untrammeled by 
any concession to convention or tradition, literary or so¬ 
cial.” Arnold Bennett was soon to say that here was “per¬ 
haps the great American novel.” 

With no advertising, however, the sale was poor—hardly 
^ hundred and fifty copies, including those sent out by 
Norris for review. Dreiser did not net even a hundred dol¬ 
lars. At this point the story usually stops. What has been 
far less known is the slowly cumulative effect of this whole 
experience upon him. A sense of futility deepened into a 
depression and a breakdown which led almost to suicide. 
Any sustained work became impossible for him for over 
three years. A decade would elapse before he would dare 
trust himself again to fiction. 

At the time of the acceptance of Sister Carrie he already 
had ideas for two more novels. He referred to these as The 
Transgressor and The Rake, which indicates a growing 
habit of thinking of his subjects as typifications that he 
would then imbed in details. The Transgressor was finally 
CO be known as Jennie Gerhardt. The Rake, according to 
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notes left among Dreiser’s manuscripts, was to have been 
based on a famous murder trial in 1899-1900, in which 
Roland Molineux, gentleman sportsman, was first sentenced 
to death, and some four years later retried and acquitted, 
on the charge of sending poison to a fellow member of th<; 
Knickerbocker Athletic Club in New York City. Dreiser’i 
sketches for his opening chapters reveal what his emphasis 
would have been. They place his hero, Ansley Bellingei, 
in his boyhood in New York, halfway in the scale betweet 1 
rich and poor, but with his mind consumed by images o*' 
the city’s wealth. They foresiiadow, if in a very different: 
form, some of the issues with which Dreiser was to be con 
cemed in An American Trag dy. 

After Doubleday’s treatment of Sister Carrie, other pub • 
Ushers expressed only indifference to these further pro) • 
ects, though Dreiser did manage to get a small advance on 
The Transgressor from the little-known firm of J. F. Tay¬ 
lor. By the summer of 1901 he was beginning to feel very 
insecure psychologically, but he turned his thoughts tem¬ 
porarily away from himself by making two character 
sketches of men far removed from his problems. “A True 
Patriarch” was based on his wife’s father, whom he likened 
to Whitman in his abundant confidence. “A Doer of the 
Word,” growing out of his conversations with a rural char¬ 
acter he met during a month with Arthur Henry at Noank, 
Connecticut, voiced Dreiser’s sense of surprised discovery 
that the religious Ufe could be real. 

Back in New York he was so pressed for money that he 
and his wife had to give up their small apartment near Cen¬ 
tral Park, and she returned to Missouri for the winter. The 
unhappy facts of their marriage were to be written out at 
length in The '^Genius” and more affectingly in a short 
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story, “Married.” This was one of the stories that so moved 
Sherwood Anderson by its honesty. It represented the wife 
no less sympathetically than the husband. But it found no 
basis for compatibility in her simple devotion which felt out 
of place and suspicious among his more complex and varied 
interests. Dreiser and his wife tried to escape this dilemma 
by what he called “a prolonged riot of indulgence between 
them.” This did not serve to hold them together, though 
their final separation was still some years away. 

In the early winter he joined her on her father’s farm, 
but could not settle to writing about Jennie Gerhardt there. 
Sallie seemed increasingly uncomprehending of his work, 
and he felt that he had to be free for it. But when he tried 
to get along on his own in a cheaper New York apartment 
(overlooking the East River and what was then called 
Blackwell’s Island), he had to turn again to articles to sup¬ 
port himself. He wrote more about the poor, this time 
about the immigrants in the tenements, with the harsh con¬ 
clusion that “nearly the only ideal that is set before these 
strugglers ... is the one of getting money,” that they 
“are inoculated in infancy with the doctrine that wealth is 
all—the shabbiest and most degrading doctrine that can be 
impressed upon anyone.” 

What began to overtake him now was “the most dread¬ 
ful and inhibiting and destroying of all forms of poverty 
. . . poverty of mind.” The full weight of his discourage¬ 
ment over the fate of his novel had slowly sunk down upon 
him. The bleak material of his articles came to be more than 
he could stand. It was too close to him, like the view out 
of his window of the prison and the hospital for the insane. 
He could not bear to write about it any more. But he soon 
found that he could not write about anything else either. 
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The futility, not just of his own effort, but of all effort, 
settled in on him. Life seemed “an endless chain without 
meaning.” 

Trying to get a grip on himself, he left New ork for 
Roanoke, Virginia, which he had visited before his mai- 
riage. But he felt no better there. More and more restlesi, 
he walked through Virginia and Delaware to Philadelphia. 
With no fixed purpose he lingered in that city for si: 
months, declining ever dcep-tr into melancholy. He ha I 
reached the stage where he v as ashamed to see his famil; • 
or his friends. He was haunted by premonitions, but h-: 
could get no clear diagnosis of his state from any docto • 
he could afford. He finishetl a few scattered pieces fo - 
Philadelphia papers, but had to write Taylor that he coul<‘. 
not continue The Transgressor, and would try to repay 
the advance. He finally returned to New York as his “onlj" 
home,” and took a cheap room in Brooklyn. “Across the 
water was the great city in which I had hoped to attract so 
much attention.” 

Dreiser spoke of this time as one when “there were furies 
between me and the way I would go.” After he had found 
his way back to health, he wrote out a detailed account of 
what had happened to him, as though to complete his ex¬ 
orcism of it: “All that is, now passes before me a rich, var¬ 
ied and beautiful possession. I have fought a battle for the 
right to live and for the present, musing with stilled nerves 
and a serene gaze, I am the victor. 

“For three years preceding the writing of this statement 
I was a victim of neurasthenia. For that period I endured all 
the pains, all dreads, all the agonies of one whose mind is 
under a cloud.” 

To an extraordinary degree he was re-enacting that as- 
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pect of Hurstwood’s nvimb apathy which he had most 
dreaded writing about. It should be added, as a relevant co¬ 
incidence, that in these same years Edwin Arlington Robin¬ 
son—the most searching tragic poet of Dreiser’s generation 
—was making, while clinging to a marginal job as a New 
York subway inspector, his crucial struggle against the .fu¬ 
ries of poverty and despair. 

Like Hurstwood, Dreiser found that “the approach of 
actual want was such an insidious thing that I really did not 
perceive how far I was getting into the depths before I was 
fairly caught and unable to extricate myself.” He would 
start out to look for a job, and would then be overcome by 
the weary certainty of refusal. He even thought of trying the 
streetcar lines; but when he reached the office he “could not 
find the heart to go in.” Unlike Hurstwood, he had been 
a writer, “but now my power to write was taken away 
from me.” 

He moved to a smaller room, the smallest in which he 
had ever lived. “The period of the occupancy of this cham¬ 
ber proved unquestionably the dreariest of my life. It com¬ 
bined the various qualities of sickness, want, friendlessness 
and limitation which go to make up the lowest state of life, 
this side of suicide.” He passed night after night of insom¬ 
nia. “It seemed sometimes that if I did not get sleep pretty 
soon I would go mad. But I did not.” 

There came upon him the sensation that he had become 
two persons; “One of these was a tall, thin greedy individ¬ 
ual who had struggled and thought always for himself and 
how he should prosper, but was now in a comer and could 
not get out, and the other was a silent, philosophical soul 
who was standing by him watching him in his efforts and 
taking an indifferent interest in his failures.” 

• 98 • 



Ten Years in the Desert 


More pronounced hallucinations followed. He would hear 
the slow footfalls of someone approaching, he would feel 
a hand “reconnoitring” his pillow. “I also had the strangest 
desire to turn around, as if I must go in a circle Whether I 
would or no, which was nothing more nor less than pme 
insanity.” One form this took was that when sitting in a 
chair he would keep readjusting it, trying to bring himse f 
into correct alignment with something, continually turnin j 
to the right, until he had brought himself all the wa r 
around. “In this crisis I do not know what would have b« - 
come of me if it had not been for the presence of the sar-; 
conservative oversoul which I have mentioned, the otht r 
person who sat in judgment on me and all that I did an I 
seemed to brood apart like another person, over my fan. 
This other person was a more courageous individual than 1 
—cold, immovable, indifferent—for he did not trouble over 
my worries in the least. Always he was with me when I 
stood outside shop doors and hesitated to go in, when I 
waited at the ferry wondering whether I could afford the 
few pennies that it would take to carry me across, when I 
wandered from magazine room to magazine room trying to 
get a place, and when I returned to the bleak room and he 
laughed at me as I stared hopelessly out of the window. He 
was at my bedside during the long hours of the night where 
I tossed and tumbled and he rose with me in the morning 
only to dog me patiently through another day. He was not 
sorry for me. He was not ashamed of me. He seemed rather 
to look upon me as I looked upon those flies I had so often 
seen caught in the paste of a paper, or the moths that I 
watched turning about my lamp and burning their wings. 
He was not exactly cruel. He was not kind. He seemed to 
look upon me as some poor, disturbed and rather distraught 
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creature who really did not deserve much to live and who 
did not really deserve to die. He was very wise and sane 
and I had great faith in him. 

“What the presence of this superior consciousness meant 
to me I can hardly say. It was my refuge and my salvation. 
He would not go crazy. In all probability he would bring 
me through. Something would happen.” 

What happened first was a still deeper descent into a 
feeling of “the vastness, the indifference, the desolation of 
the world.” One night, when he no longer had even the 
dollar and a half to meet his next week’s rent, he started 
down to the river. While he was hovering there on the 
edge, a boatman came up and asked him if he wanted a ride 
across to Towanda. Dreiser answered out of his surprise: 
“Why should you want me to go on your boat?” “I 
thought maybe you were trying to run away from your 
wife.” At the incongruity of this Dreiser laughed, and the 
spell was broken. 

That night he slept a little, and his sundered nature came 
back together enough to let him escape from his apathy, 
and to try once again to rescue himself. He recalled having 
heard that the passenger agent of the New York Central 
had helped out literary men who were in need of jobs, and 
decided to apply there. He cited his poor health, and asked 
for outdoor work. His interviewer had, of course, no no¬ 
tion of the depth of his need, and suggested that he might 
find benefit in using a Whitely exerciser. When Dreiser 
went out through the anteroom, his last loaf of bread, 
which he had embarrassedly left on a window-ledge, was 
gone. But he had the promise of a position on the road. 

He was not to go to work there just yet. Paul had finally 
discovered where he was, and, taking in at a glance his de- 
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pleted state, broke through his self-centered aloofness. He 
insisted on sending him to a sanitarium, run by Paul’s friend 
the old retired wrestling champion, Muldoon. Most of the 
other patients were rich men who had damaged thtlr health 
by dissipation, and Dreiser came to “the bitterest view of 
humanity” he had ever had through contemplating thc j 
sheer “materiality.” Muldoon was a human tiger, with con¬ 
tempt for weakness of any kind, but his fierce vitality w « 
tonic, and the regimen of Spartan exercise through whi< h 
he put Dreiser began to restore his nervous equilibriui i. 
After several weeks there he was in so much better sha) -e 
that, in the early summer of 1903, he could start wbrkii g 
in the railroad yard at Spuytcn Duyvil on the Hudson. 

Here he responded to an(>ther strong personality. Mil e 
Burke, the section foreman. He was to include Mike n 
Twelve Men as “The Mighty Rourke,” as he included Mul¬ 
doon as “Culhane, the Solid Man.” Working as Burke’s 
clerical assistant, Dreiser at first thought of Burke as “an 
Irish brute,” but as he watched him with his Italian gang 
he realized that beneath Burke’s excited harrying of them 
was a real devotion, like that of a sheep dog to his flock. 
“It was delicious to watch him,” Dreiser wrote, and man¬ 
aged to evoke this feeling in what is probably the best of 
his short portraits. He catches Burke’s quality of warm hu¬ 
manity, “something intimate and fatherly.” He also sug¬ 
gests how—in the midst of his own still depressing thoughts 
that he had “permanently fallen,” and that he “would never 
be able to rise above these miserable’ circumstances again”— 
Burke’s simple organic grasp of actualities began to “heal” 
him, to teach him once again how to live. At first Dreiser 
had not liked the men; they struck him as “contentious 
and sullen.” They came from below his usual orbit, as the 
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men at the sanitarium had come from above it. But Burke 
helped him to approach closer to them, and he long remem¬ 
bered the fervor with which one of them said: “America 
fine. No lika any place but America.” 

One day in the fall he felt impelled to jot down on his 
pad of O.K. blanks some loosely rhythmical lines about the 
somber beauty of November. Heartened by their accep¬ 
tance by a magazine—even though for only five dollars and 
with the statement that it could use very little poetry—he 
felt that he was ready to face the city once more. Availing 
himself of some of his other magazine connections, he se¬ 
cured a position as assistant feature editor of Munsey’s 
Daily News, and was immersed again in the flow of exist¬ 
ence. He had a new and deepened desire to read further in 
history and philosophy. But he did not dare trust himself 
to writing fiction. The material he knew best might again 
prove too painful for him to dwell upon. The overwhelm¬ 
ing insecurity of his prospects as a writer was more than he 
could stand. 

The next half-dozen years constitute the most unlikely 
chapter in the life of a man who was to hold to the authen¬ 
ticity of naturalism. He worked his way up from thirty-five 
dollars a week to ten thousand a year as an editor of maga¬ 
zines whose standards were everything that he resisted in 
his own fiction. When Munsey soon discontinued his Sun¬ 
day feature section, Dreiser was hired by Street & Smith to 
cut fiction for their Popular Magazine, and soon afterward 
was made editor of Smith’s Magazine. In the first capacity, 
he said, his main job was doubling the output by cutting 
adventure novels in half, supplying a climax for the first 
half and a new beginning for the second. He could now af¬ 
ford to set up an apartment with his wife, after a separa- 
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don of two years and a half. He also paid back the ad¬ 
vance on The Transgressor. 

By the spring of 1906 he had moved on to be managing 
editor of The Broadway Magazine, where his asc’gnment 
was to transform a “white light” monthly into a “horn*;” 
one. As though wiping out of his mind everything that I c 
cared for, he said that “the heavy is never the effective < ir 
the important,” and promised a magazine that would not 1 <e 
“a drain on your intellectual resources to appreciate.” He 
turned out to have an unexpt cted flair for this role, his er i- 
ployer was greatly impressed by his “marvellous objecti' e 
mind,” and the circulation r- -se rapidly from twelve tho i- 
sand to over a hundred thousand. 

Only a year later he was offered the direction of tl .e 
Butterick “trio”—The Designer, The New Idea Women's 
Magazine, and especially The Delineator: all issued pii- 
marily to distribute Butterick dress patterns, so that v^e 
have the odd circumstance of Carrie’s creator working in 
a realm that would greatly have appealed to her. With a 
staff of thirty-two under him, he was incessantly busy—in 
close touch with the culinary editor, the children’s editor, 
the interior-decoration editor. He solicited popular serials, 
built up the correspondence columns, and scrutinized the 
magazines’ entire contents, including fashion articles; “Fetes 
and Frocks in Paris” and “Dressing on Dimes.” He became 
known as “an idea-man,” and an occasional editorial 
touched, if remotely, on one of his old interests, such 
as “The Romance of the Unexplainable.” But he accepted 
all the restrictions of a magazine in which none of his own 
stories could have appeared, including the taboos against 
any illustration showing a wine glass on a table or a woman 
with a cigarette in her hand. He even went to the length 
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of writing to one contributor|.>^e like realism, but it must 
be tinged with sufficient-idealism to make it all of a truly 
uplifting character. Our field in this respect is limited by 
the same limitations which govern the well-regulated home. 
We cannot admit stories which deal with false or immoral 
relations, or which point a false moral, or which deal with 
things degrading, such as drunkenness. . . . The fine side 
of things—the idealistic—is the answer for us, and/we find 
really splendid material within these limitations^ 

Dorothy Dudley concluded of this period: “So Dreiser 
made the magazines. He was on the inside now among the 
money makers. He could exclude as he had often been ex¬ 
cluded. He was a procurer among the prostitutes of litera¬ 
ture.” It is astonishing that any of his genuine quality sur¬ 
vived. 

In 1907 Sister Carrie was taken over by the newly started 
firm of B. W. Dodge and reissued with commendations 
from Reedy, Brand Whitlock, Hamlin Garland, and others. 
But Dreiser told an interviewer that he was too busy to 
work on another novel. What seems to have helped most 
to keep him alive was his never-flagging interest in per¬ 
sonalities; and since The Delineator was allowed to reflect 
the muckraking movement in a mild way, several lively 
journalists came to his office. Young Sinclair Lewis re¬ 
ported that he looked “more like a wholesale hardware 
merchant than a properly hollow-cheeked realist.” But oth¬ 
ers were more awed by his enormous paneled office, by the 
distant armchair from which he looked down upon them 
through his pince-nez with their black ribbon. William 
Lengel, who was his secretary, remembered his first impres¬ 
sion: “His hair was the color of wet straw. His forehead 
was high and broad. He had bu^y eyebrows and one eye 
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was set lower than the other, a curious gray-blue—in one, 
a cast, which made it difficult to tell which eye was fixed 
on you. A large well-shaped nose, and a large, full-lipped 
and strangely misshapen mouth. He wore a stiff-looking 
herringbone suit. . . . Not as I had expected an editor to 
look. More like a college professor. . . . He was rud:, 
ruthless, abrupt. . . . When he gave orders, he tried to te 
jovial, bantering. But those curious eyes and that twisted 
mouth made his attempted liphtness seem arrogant and di< - 
tatorial.” Yet Lengel came to be devoted to him, and add© 1 
“A dynamo himself, he charged and vitalized the staff.” H e 
believed that the main reason for Dreiser’s success as an et'- 
itor was that “he loved the si:rge of life around him.” 

One interview symbolizes rhis period in Dreiser’s caree *. 
He had negotiated with a Baltimore physician, Leonaid 
Hirshberg, for a series of articles on child-care, and tie 
doctor arranged for his ghost-writer to come on for a con¬ 
ference. This was Dreiser’s memory of it, in 1925; “There 
appeared in my office a taut, ruddy, blue-eyed, snub-nosed 
youth of twenty-eight or nine whose brisk gait and ingra¬ 
tiating smile proved to be at once enormously intriguing 
and amusing. I had, for some reason not connected with his 
basic mentality you may be sure, the sense of a small town 
roisterer or a college sophomore of the crudest and yet 
most disturbing charm and impishness, who, for some rea¬ 
son, had strayed into the field of letters. More than any¬ 
thing else he reminded me of a spoiled and petted and pos¬ 
sibly over-financed brewer’s or wholesale grocer’s son who 
was out for a lark. With the sang-froid of a Caesar or a 
Napoleon he made himself comfortable in a large and 
impressive chair which was designed primarily to reduce 
the over-confidence of the average beginner. And from 
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that particular and unintended vantage point he beamed on 
me with the confidence of a smirking fox about to devour 
a chicken. So I was the editor of the Butterick Publications. 
He had been told about me. However, in spite of Sister 
Carrie, I doubt if he had ever heard of me before this. After 
studying him in that almost arch-episcopal setting which 
the chair provided, I began to laugh. ‘Well, well,’ I said, ‘if 
it isn’t Anheuser’s own brightest boy out to see the town.’ 
And with that unfailing readiness for any nonsensical flight 
that has always characterized him, he proceeded to insist that 
this was true. ‘Certainly he was Baltimore’s richest brewer’s 
son and the yellow shoes and bright tie he was wearing 
were characteristic of the jack-dandies and rowdy-dows of 
his native town. Why not? What else did I expect? His 
father brewed the best beer in the world.’ All thought of 
the original purpose of the conference was at once dis¬ 
missed and instead we proceeded to palaver and yoo-hoo 
anent the more general phases and ridiculosities of life, with 
the result that an understanding based on a mutual liking 
was established, and from then on I counted him among 
those whom I most prized—temperamentally as well as in¬ 
tellectually. And to this day, despite various disagreements, 
that mood has never varied.” 

This passage strikes the prevailing tone of the relation¬ 
ship between Dreiser and Mencken, who stimulated one 
phase of Dreiser’s nature as no one else did. A lively stream 
of letters was to begin to flow from Baltimore, bearing sig¬ 
natures ranging from “Aloysius Hohenzollem” to “Jesus 
Baumgarten,” and calling out more lumbering answers in 
the same vein from “Billy the Oysterman” or “Cotton 
Mather.” Presently Dreiser was to suggest Mencken for a 
position on The Smart Set, and to read with growing in- 
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terest his book on Nietzsche. It is hard to say which one 
was farther from his proper work: Mencken as the writer 
of an article on “When Baby Has Diphtheria,” or Dreiser 
as the one who solicited the article. 

When Dreiser got control of still another magazine, The 
Bohemian, for a few months in 1909, he wrote Mencken: 
“I want bright stuff. I want liumor. And above all I war t 
knowledge of life as it is, broad, simple, good-natured, * 
But he had been sufficiently contaminated by his surrounc ■ 
ings to add that he did not want “any tainted fiction. ’ 
When this magazine failed, he began to grow restless {t 
Butterick’s, though his salarv was still rising. ^e staye 1 
there through another year, ind then the job blew up n 
the result of an affair with thi- daughter of a woman in th j 
Butterick organization, who denounced him in the officj 
and to his wife. Young Lengel looked upon him as “a 
broken man.” But Dreiser could write to a colleague that 
he did not regret his resignation since “the big work was done 
here,” quite with the air of having believed in its bigness. 
Huneker cut through to the truth when he wrote: “If you, 
Theodore Dreiser, could or would return to your old field, 
the gam for our literature would be something worth 
while.7 

Dreiser began to see his editorial days in some perspective 
only as he looked back at them a few years later: “It was 
pajfhfetic, as I look at it now, the things we were trying to 
do and the conditions under which we were trying to do 
them—the raw commercial force and theory which under¬ 
lay the whole thing, the necessity of explaining and fight¬ 
ing for so much that one should not, as I saw it then, have 
to argue over at all, . . . My own experience with Sister 
Carrie, as well as the fierce opposition or chilling indiffer- 
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ence which, as I saw, overtook all those who attempted 
anything even partially serious in America, was enough to 
make me believe that the world took anything even slightly 
approximating the truth as one of the rankest and most' 
criminal offenses possible. One dared not talk out jbud, 
one dared not report life as it was, as one lived it’X^ 



The Large, Truthful Lines 
of Life 


D reiser was to puMish seven books in the ne: t 
I six years: four long novels, two travel books, an i 
a collection of plays. On first leaving Butterick s 
he was very uncertain what to do, and wrote Mencken: ‘ I 
am considering several good things. My conscience hurs 
me a little though, for first off I should finish my book. And 
I may.” As soon as he made the plunge and trusted himself 
again to the story of Jennie Gerhardt, he experienced a 
great welling up of the creative energy that had been 
dammed off for so long. 

From his years as an editor he preserved practically 
nothing, though he tried now without success to find 
a publisher for his city sketches, under the title Idylls of 
the Poor, many of which dated from before his breakdown. 
He resumed his work in isolation. Paul had died in 1906, 
from a burst blood-vessel. Dreiser and Arthur Henry had 
drifted apart; as Dorothy Dudley remarked, Dreiser had 
“a gift for estrangement nearly equal to his gift for engage¬ 
ment.” As an aftermath of the affair that had cost him his 
job, he and his wife had again separated. In the view of one 
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of his friends, he “was subject to fits of terrible depression, 
impossible to live with, I should think.” He took a room on 
Riverside Drive, and returned to his manuscript. He wrote 
on it through the winter, adapting for his desk the case of 
an old square piano once owned by Paul. The book was ac¬ 
cepted by Harper in the ^ring and came out in the fall of 
1911. 

What had been happening in American fiction during the 
decade since he had left it? \Crane had died from tubercu¬ 
losis in the year in which Sister Carrie appeared, and Norris 
from a ruptured appendix only two years later. Neither 
Garland nor Fuller had gone beyond their early work. 
Among the popular successes were the short stories of O. 
Henry and the novels of Winston Churchill, who had 
turned from historical fiction to some of the themes stressed 
by the muckrakers—the roles played by the railroad lobby 
and the political bosses. David Graham Phillips, Robert 
Herrick, and several others were writing novels of big busi¬ 
ness, to which genre Dreiser would turn in The Financier, 
The socialist fiction of Jack London and Upton Sinclair 
was also having a considerable vogue, but Dreiser seems 
never to have been drawn to London, and his interest in Sin¬ 
clair did not really ripen until many years later when Dreiser 
himself became involved with radical politics. 

The more deliberate artists were finding their audience 
very slowly. Most of them at this period were women, and 
the three new figures after Edith Wharton were all three or 
four years younger than Dreiser. Ellen Glasgow knew what 
she was about from the time her first social studies of Vir¬ 
ginia began to appear at the turn of the century, but her 
critical success hardly came until the nineteen-twenties. She 
was not attracted by the “severely regimented” realism of 
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Howells, and added: “I had not revolted from the Southern 
sentimental fallacy in order to submit myself to the tyranny 
of the Northern genteel tradition.” She admired James, but 
felt “not the slightest disposition to imitate hk.i.” She 
learned much, as he had done, from the modern French 
masters. So also did Willa Gather, who was advised by h« r 
first great admiration, Sarah Orne Jewett, to study Flat - 
bert’s style. But Miss Gather arrived at maturity late, an d 
her first novel, Alexander's Bridge, was not published unt 1 
the year after Jennie Gerhardt. Gertrude Stein had issue i 
Three Lives in a small edition in 1909, though Dreiser w >s 
doubtless unaware of it. With almost as sure a possession < f 
realistic surfaces as Maupassmt, and with a grasp of psj - 
chology which she owed in part to her teacher, Willia: 1 
James, she shared, if only at this time, in a subject matt« r 
like Dreiser’s. But her Melanctha, and “the good” Anni, 
and “the gentle” Lena, are seen as servant girls with a de¬ 
tachment that would have been impossible to him. In the 
same year as Jennie Gerhardt, Edith Wharton, turning 
away from the New York material that was her surest pos¬ 
session to rural New England, produced in Ethan Frame 
the kind of spare, stylized piece of craftsmanship which was 
everything that Dreiser never mastered. 

He picked up where he had left off. He gives no sign of 
knowing anything more about other more complex kinds of 
fiction. What is far more remarkable is that his own writing 
had not been softened or made slick by the standards he 
had accepted as an editor. Mencken was to praise Dreiser’s 
resistance, tough as an elephant’s hide, to whatever did not 
belong to his own nature. Even in the midst of his maga¬ 
zine work he had said, on the reissue Qf. 5 iVter.gWie: “Life 
is a tragedy. . . . Thejnfinite suffering and deprivation of 
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grpdt masses of men and women upon whom existence has 
'^een thrust unasked appals me.” Now, in an interview after 
Jennie Gerhardt he reaffirmed: “My own ambition is to 
represent my world, to conform to the large, truthful lines 
of life.” 

Even the theme of his second novel is closely akin to that 
of his first. The seduction of Jennie is not regarded as evil. 
Senator Brander is deeply stirred by her beauty, as she 
comes week by week to his hotel room, delivering laundry 
for her mother. He senses an unusual richness in her un¬ 
formed nature, and, after making love to her, intends to 
marry her, but is prevented by his sudden illness and death. 
Dreiser’s view of Jennie throughout the remainder of the 
book is of a character more generous and more spiritual 
than that achieved by the society which excludes her and 
her illegitimate child. He seems to have had to struggle to 
hold to the simple clarity of his design. In the first draft he 
had Jennie marry Lester Kane, the rich man whose mis¬ 
tress she became for many years; but in the revision Lester 
yields to the pressures of society and finally breaks off his 
relations with her to make the correct marriage expected of 
him. (Dreiser also ended his manuscript with a moralizing 
epilogue, which Huneker advised him to cut out; but it ap¬ 
peared in all issues of the first edition, though it was 
dropped from the reprint of the nineteen-twenties.) In 
dealing with passion Dreiser is, as before, very conven¬ 
tional, and all the love passages are slurred over. 

For the most part he was writing, once again, out of 
what he knew best. What he seems to have fallen into by 
instinct in Sister Carrie is now established as a feature of his 
fiction. He was never to display much invention, which in¬ 
dicates a severe limitation to his imaginative resources. “It 
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is so hard for us to know what we have not seen,” he ob¬ 
served. “It is so difficult for us to feel what we have not 
experienced.” The second of these observations continued 
to be a main source of strength within his limitations, since, 
writing out of what he himself had experienced, he cou'd 
make others feel it. He did not fall into mechanical reca 1, 
and he offset his lack of invt ntion with a gift for selecti« n 
and massive rearrangement. 

The opening situation he chose again approximated tb it 
of one of his sisters, but Jejrnie’s character was based f ir 
more on what he had loved most in his mother. The whc le 
book gives the sense of beinj,’ solidly planted in the Midc le 
West, though the Columbus. Ohio, where it starts and f »r 
the rendering of which Dreiser was praised, is a city he hi d 
never visited. This suggests the ability to seize upon essen¬ 
tials rather than accidentals in his milieu. The chief essential 
in the formation of this novel is what it was in Sister Carrie: 
Dreiser’s thorough grounding in the nature of poverty. The 
book opens with a reminiscence of the beginning of his own 
family’s worst days, when his mother had to go looking for 
work at the Terre Haute House, and includes the details 
of the children’s stealing coal. It would be repetitious to 
go through this documentation again beyond noting that 
the initial paragraph, which sets the tone for what is to 
follow, pictures Mrs. Gerhardt with “such a shadow'of 
distress” upon her face “as only those who have looked 
sympathetically into the countenances of the distraught and 
helpless poor know anything about.” 

Mencken, who wrote the first of his many pieces about 
Dreiser in reviewing Jennie Gerhardt under the title, “A 
Novel of the First Rank,” praised its structure for a unity 
that the deflection of the reader’s interest from Carrie’s 
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story to Hurstwood’s prevented Sister Carrie from haying. 
But the quality of slow movement that we observed there is 
now revealed to be another recurrent feature of Dreiser’s 
work. Jennie “drifts” because it is her nature to lie open 
and fallow before experience, to be yielding, not dominat¬ 
ing. Lester Kane “drifts,” not helplessly like Hurstwood, 
but because he will not be pushed to the decision that con¬ 
vention demands. One of the reasons why Dreiser’s charac¬ 
ters often take on a grave magnitude lies in their refusal to 
be hurried, a refusal on his part as well as theirs. His sense 
of time is far more a sense of its endless flux than of its mi¬ 
nute gradations. This novel starts in 1880, when Jennie is 
eighteen. She is in her forties by the end, but Dreiser gives 
hardly any attention here to the altering particulars of the 
external scene. His interest is centered upon her deepening 
awareness of what life does to people. Some readers object 
that the movement of this novel is too slow, that there is 
not enough foreshortened progression, that the characters’ 
thoughts revolve too often oyer and over in the same 
groove. But he is writing to no clear-cut single climax. He 
brings Lester, before his death, to a general acceptance of 
Spencerian evolution, though with a sense still of great un¬ 
certainty, knowing that “the individual doesn’t count 
much,” and that whatever his own endowments of brain and 
talent, he has been much favored by the “luck” of wealth. 
Jennie is even less capable of coming to any “fixed conclusion 
as to the meaning of life.” She wonders, to the end, “Was it 
all blind chance, or was there some guiding intelligence—a 
God.?” The last sentence of the narrative still follows her 
groping thoughts as to what lies ahead for her: “Days and 
days in endless reiteration, and then—?” 

Dreiser often seems to posit his characters rather than to 
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develop them, but Jennie Gerhardt contains his most fully 
realized group. Father Gerhardt is one of his minor master¬ 
pieces. Mrs. Gerhardt and the other children are more 
slightly sketched, but old Gerhardt is a reincarnation of 
Dreiser’s father—who had been dead now almost a decadt! 
—freed of personal irrelevancirs. Part of this feeling depend i 
on the alteration of details. Ke is a strict Lutheran rathe 
than a Catholic. When he goes off to look for work ii 
Youngstown, while the rest (>f the family is in Cleveland 
Dreiser is far more aware of the father’s drearily solitary 
existence than he was able to be at the time of his own fa 
ther’s wanderings. With the death of Mrs. Gerhardt, Drei 
ser re-enacts what he had felt about the breakup of his owi. 
home. But here again, undistracted by what had been hi; 
own condition at that time, lie can comprehend the full • 
ness of the father’s suffering as he says: “They all leave me. 
All my life goes to pieces.” Dreiser remarks that the old 
man had grown “morose and crotchety,” and had become 
impossible for young people to live with. At this point we 
get a glimpse into the way Dreiser’s imagination worked— 
not by invention, but by probing to the core of a given 
situation and by discovering there more potentialities than 
mere observation or memory afforded. In the midst of old 
Gerhardt’s somber reflections comes a recognition of the 
difference between his set theories and the quality of life. 
He sees that his other children, who are getting on now by 
the standards of the world, are selfish and cold, that Jennie 
whom he had dismissed as “not good” is alone thoughtful 
of him. He is won back to her in part by his fondness for 
his small granddaughter. By the end of his life he and Jen¬ 
nie have grown very close, and it is he who is asking her 
for forgiveness. 
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The world of the Gerhardts is set off against that of Sen¬ 
ator Brander and the Kanes—again the two separate halves of 
the American world as he had observed it. Very few pages 
are given to Brander, who is dead when the novel is hardly 
more than under way; but Dreiser may have been con¬ 
structing him in part from his memories, since the senator 
helps get Jennie’s brother Bass out of jail, as a Terre Haute 
politician had helped Paul. With the Kane family Dreiser 
struck out into different material, bringing into his fiction 
the interest in American economic development which was 
to absorb him in his next two novels. He regarded Lester’s 
father as a good representative of a whole phase of our his¬ 
tory. Archibald Kane had “amassed a tremendous fortune, 
not by grabbing and browbeating and unfair methods, but 
by seeing a big need and filling it.”He had built his wealth 
out of production, by making good wagons and carriages, 
and selling them at a good profit. Dreiser saw him as a big¬ 
ger man—“more generous and forceful”—than either of his 
sons. Robert was a born businessman, with a “hard incisive¬ 
ness” that fitted him for the newer finance capitalism, but 
with none of his father’s simple humanity. Dreiser drew 
thus his contrast between two stages of our develop¬ 
ment. 

Lester, who falls in love with Jennie after Brander’s 
death, while she is working as a maid in the home of one 
of the Kanes’ friends, is a type by which Dreiser was much 
attracted. He saw Lester as “the natural product” of the 
fierce and dazzling “materialized forces” of the age, a new 
American. “His was a naturally observing mind. Rabelaisian 
in its strength and tendencies, but confused by the multi¬ 
plicity of things, the vastness of the panorama of life, the 
glitter of its details, the unsubstantial nature of its. forms, 
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the uncertainty of their justification. Born a Catholic, he 
was no longer a believer in the divine inspiration of Cathol¬ 
icism; raised a member of the social elect, he had ceased to 
accept the fetish that birth and station presuppose any in¬ 
nate superiority; brought up as the heir to a comfortablj 
fortune and expected to marry in his own sphere, he wa? 
by no means sure that he wanted marriage on any term!. 
Of course the conjugal state was an inspiration. It was ej • 
tablished. Yes, certainly. But Avhat of it? The whole natio i 
believed in it. True, but other nations believed in polyg • 
amy. There were other quest ions that bothered him—sue i 
questions as the belief in a sir gle deity or ruler of the uni • 
verse, and whether a republ can, monarchical, or aristc • 
cratic form of government u ere best. In short, the whol -* 
body of thingsrnaterial, social, and spiritual had come un¬ 
der the knife of his mental surgery and been left but half- 
dissected. Life was not proved to him. Not a single idea of 
his, unless it were the need of being honest. In all other 
things he wavered, questioned, procrastinated, leaving to 
time and to the powers back of the universe the solution 
of the problems that vexed him. Yes, Lester Kane was the 
natural product of a combination of elements—religious, 
commercial, social—modified by that pervading atmosphere 
of liberty in our national life which is productive of almost 
uncounted freedom of thought and action. Thirty-six years 
of age, and apparently a man of vigorous, aggressive, and 
sound personality, he was, nevertheless an essentially ani¬ 
mal-man, pleasantly veneered by education and environ¬ 
ment. Like the hundreds of thousands of Irishmen who 
in his father’s day had worked on the railroad tracks, 
dug in the mines, picked and shoveled in the ditches, 
and carried up bricks and mortar on the endless struc- 
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tures of a new land, he was strong, hairy, axiomatic, and 
witty.” 

The somewhat repetitious but cumulatively impressive 
effect of this description is typical of Dreiser’s way of in¬ 
troducing us to his characters. Lester, with a freedom that 
he really does not know what to do with, lives his own, ver¬ 
sion of the doctrine of self-reliance, indifferent to or defiant 
of conventionality, and determined only to maintain his 
personality intact. He is easily distanced in business by his 
brother, since he lacks the “ruthless, narrow-minded insist¬ 
ence” that it demands for success. He recognizes in Jennie 
a greater reality than he has encountered in the women of 
his family’s sphere, and establishes a home for her in Chi¬ 
cago. But his sceptical cast of mind, which keeps him alive 
as his brother is not, will in the end be the quality that 
causes him to give in to what his family exacts, as the price 
of his retaining his inheritance. Without any settled con¬ 
victions, he will delay and waver, finally realize that he can¬ 
not “fly in the face of society,” and agree to marry Letty 
Pace Gerald. Incidentally, though Dreiser has imagined 
Lester so thoroughly, his conception of Letty breaks into a 
register beyond his scope, and we see her only as we might 
in the society columns, when Dreiser starts the couple on 
their honeymoon “bound for the land of the Mikado.” 

The chief problem for Dreiser’s plot is that a character 
like Lester’s will not engage in decisive actions. Although 
he has left Jennie, he still supports her. But there is no fur¬ 
ther role for him to play, other than to grow older and die 
when his kidneys and arteries are worn out. His mind will 
not ever be made up, though he will meet death with a sto¬ 
ical courage. He will know at the end that Jennie had 
meant more to him than anyone else. 
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Here, as was not the case in Sister Carrie, Dreiser’s chief 
creation is his heroine. Lester says to her, “You’re a big 
woman, in your way,” and Dreiser creates this largeness. 
This is partly because we feel her physical attraction, as we 
do not feel Carrie’s, even though Dreiser hardly has wordii 
for this beyond those of the Sunday supplement: “Therr 
was that about her which suggested the luxury of love.’ 
She is even less developed mentally than Carrie. She canno': 
write very well; Lester once Imds, with a fond smile, a lis': 
of some words he had used with their meanings written ou': 
opposite. There is little psychological interest in the strean 
of her rudimentary thinking, and the case against her ha ^ 
been summed up by Oscar Cargill, in Intellectual America, 
in a contrast with George Moore’s Esther Waters: “Esthe ■ 
has character and force—she bves for us; Jennie is so much 
dough. It was folly for Dreiser to study again the fallen 
servant-girl after Moore had done so good a Job of it. . . . 
Dreiser did not really know Jennie.” 

The issues raised here are crucial to an appreciation of 
Dreiser. He had no thought that he was studying “the fallen 
servant-girl.” He was not detached from or superior to his 
material. He was writing not only of what he knew best, 
but of what he loved most. This was why Jennie remained 
his favorite heroine. The essential quality in her which draws 
first Brander and then Lester to her is “a largeness of feeling 
not altogether squared with intellect.” In his first descrip¬ 
tion of her Dreiser is at pains to convey the quality of 
“dreaming wonder” in her approach to life, and as always 
in such passages he keeps falling into the language of his 
sentimental poetry. When Jennie looks at a sunset, “Her 
soul was already up there, and its elysian paths knew the 
lightness of her feet.” 
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Yet, in spite of his many stock phrases, he does manage 
to suggest her harmony with nature, particularly in the 
chapter recounting her reaction to childbirth. It is in such 
passages that we come to the real meaning of naturalism in 
relation to Dreiser. He did not work according to any 
theory of the novel, or of the animality of human beings. 
But his mind became more and more absorbed in under¬ 
standing the broad processes of nature, and in making his 
fiction correspond with them. 

In dealing with Jennie’s bearing of Brander’s child, Drei¬ 
ser knew that his material was such as “the morality of our 
day has agreed to taboo.” He was determined to give the 
strongest counterstatement he could achieve to the view 
expressed by “conceived in iniquity and born in sin,” since 
he held that there was “nothing unclean in nature itself.” 
He bore this out through the “serene and unfaltering” sense 
of fulfillment that Jennie found in her child, despite all the 
harshness of her father and the ostracism of the world. 
“Vague thoughts of sympathy and divine love permeated 
her soul. . . . She felt that she would love this child, would 
be a good mother to it if life permitted. That was the prob¬ 
lem—what would life permit?” 

In contrast to the conventional conception of the natu¬ 
ralistic novelist, Dreiser keeps saying, “Nature is so beauti¬ 
ful.” During his trip to Europe just after the publication of 
Jennie Gerhardt, he discovered in the Dutch painters of the 
seventeenth century the acme of what he had been trying 
to present through his heroine: “the most perfect expression 
of commonplace beauty that the world has yet seen.” His 
so often inadequate language could not yield the equivalent 
of the placid earthiness of Frans Hals, whom he admired 
most. Yet, regarding his canvases, Dreiser felt that this kind 
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of beauty “had finally come to mean to me all that / can 
really hope for in art.” 

After Jennie’s warm satisfaction in her baby, Dreiser 
pursues the question of what life will permit her.- \ more 
skillful writer could have foreshortened the account with¬ 
out losing its essentials, but Dreiser, when asked once wh; ^ 
he did not write more short stories, said “I need a large can • 
vas.” As he had presented the slow falling action of Hurst • 
wood’s decline, now he want d to present a slow rising ac • 
tion, not of Jennie’s fortunes, but of her growing statur-: 
in human dignity. 

Jennie is made to feel her g iilt, but she is not to be hard ■ 
ened or corrupted by the world’s blind judgments. She has t • 
puzzle out for herself the cridcal distinctions between ap • 
pearance and reality. She car. not feel that Brander’s deat i 
has robbed her motherhood of all its consecration. She is 
instinctively eager to sacrifice herself for those she loves.. 
It is interesting to note that Dreiser retains such terms as 
“consecration” and “sacrifice” in his ethics based upon ac¬ 
ceptance of the processes of nature. When she is drawn by 
Lester’s insistent passion, there is nothing in her of “hard, 
brutal immorality,” and she remains devoted to him thence¬ 
forth. It should be remarked that she first yields to him as 
the only way she can see of helping her family when her 
father’s hands have been badly burned at work. Dreiser 
says, in one of his key reflections about her: “Virtue is that 
quality of generosity which offers itself willingly for an¬ 
other’s service, and, being this, it is held by society to be 
nearly worthless.” 

Her development, though not complex, is the develop¬ 
ment of a significant deepening in understanding. There is 
always a basis of sadness to her thoughts, and she regards 
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her life as a failure. She knows that she remains bad in the 
world’s eyes, and yet she continually struggles towards her 
conception of the good: “Did anything matter except 
goodness—goodness of heart?” By the time Dreiser has her 
voice this question, he has so persuaded us that the under¬ 
current of her feelings “ran so still because it was so deep” 
that he is no longer risking sentimentality. He has come to. 
the basic emotion that he relied upon in his mother. 

Jennie foresees that Lester will leave her eventually, aa 
another judgment of the world upon her, though the 
thought of it is “terrible” to her. What adds cumulative 
power, and what made the book especially impressive to 
Mencken, is this growing sense that life is fated. Lester 
voices this to Jennie: “All of us are more or less pawns. 
We’re moved about like chessmen by circumstances over 
which we have no control.” When he leaves her in this 
mood, Jennie—in the kind of image we have already found 
m. Sister Carrie to be so central to Dreiser’s vision—“was like 
a rudderless boat on an endless sea.” 

This is the strain Mencken Had in mind when he declared 
that Dreiser did not really fit with any contemporary the¬ 
ories of realism or naturalism: “His aim is not merely to 
record, but to translate and understand; the thing he ex¬ 
poses is not the empty event and act, but the endless mys¬ 
tery out of which it springs.” Mencken found the most 
apposite analogy in these lines from Oedipus Rex: “O ye 
deathward-going tribes of man, what do your lives mean 
except that they go to nothingness?” 

It is significant that Dreiser himself likened Hardy to 
the Athenian dramatists, and thought of him as “a great 
Greek wandering in a modem and hence an alien world.” 
Hardy’s sense of inexorable fate came closest to his own, 
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just as some of Hardy’s portraits of women, particularly of 
Tess, may have served to strengthen his confidence in try¬ 
ing to bring out to the full what he discerned in a character 
like Jennie’s. 

In an interview at the time of the book’s appearance, he 
stated that he “did not believe in progress, only change,”,' 
and in that statement cut through the shallow doctrinaire 
faith of the day. His main interest in the final chapters o ’ 
his novel had been to portraj his heroine faced to the fu! 1 
by the inexplicability of exisn nee, by what Mencken in hi i 
review called its “meaninglessness.” It would not have oc • 
curred to Dreiser that Jennie’- passive acceptance of her Ic: 
would cause her to be thought of as “so much dough.” H ; 
saw something not less than heroic in her refusal to bo 
crushed. The final sequence through which he takes her i> 
of an almost unrelieved darkness. When Lester leaves her, sh j 
is “depressed to the point of despair.” But another crisis lies 
not far ahead. Her daughter, now a schoolgirl, contracts 
typhoid and dies, and Jennie is even more alone. Dreiser 
does not stop her story at this point, however; he has her 
try to go on with the life in which she can see no clear way, 
and she adopts first one and then a second child as a sub¬ 
stitute for what she has lost. Here is another instance in 
which Dreiser’s structure would have been more incisive 
if he had not introduced such further details. But he could 
not see how “the large, truthful lines” could be foreshort¬ 
ened without losing the massiveness he wanted. 

Floyd Dell in his review sensed that Dreiser was giving 
a new significance to tragedy. “Tragedy? The word is 
loosely used nowadays. It means—what? ‘Pity and terror’ 
are said to be the emotional effects which distinguish it. 
‘Sympathy and awe’ would perhaps be a better rendering 

• 123 • 




Theodore Dreiser 


of the Greek idea. A tragedy is the representation of a de¬ 
feat which brings out the inherent nobility of the defeated 
one. . . . And Mr. Dreiser’s Jennie has an authentic no¬ 
bility.” 

•Dreiser aimed, above all else, at stirring his readers to 
compassion, and the scene with which he ends this book is 
one of the most affecting he ever wrote. When Lester is 
stricken and knows himself to be dying, he sends for Jen¬ 
nie—his wife is on her way back from Europe—and they 
have a moment of reunion. But at the funeral Jennie must 
sit veiled and unrecognized at the rear of the church; and 
when she follows at a distance the procession to the station 
(Lester is to be buried at his birthplace in Cincinnati) Drei¬ 
ser gives us one of his most powerful images of the ex¬ 
cluded outsider. Jennie cannot go with the others onto the 
train, but must stand peering through the iron grating for 
a glimpse of the coffin, behind the last of the barriers 
“which divided her eternally from her beloved.” This scene 
of awe is punctuated by exactly the right words of uncon¬ 
scious brutality from the baggageman: “Hey, Jack! Give us 
a hand here. There’s a stiff outside!” 

If heroism is the capacity to endure, Jennie possesses it. 
These final chapters are as sustained gravely level writing 
as any Dreiser ever did. Huneker called the book “eloquent 
in its humanity,” and this kind of eloquence is strongest at 
its close. This is a further instance of the first thing we 
noted about Dreiser’s prose—its deep grounding, at its best, 
in the rhythm of his emotions. As he recalled, among his 
first impressions of Chicago: “There was rhythm, rhythm, 
rhythm—and somehow men and crowds and every moving 
thing fell into it, although they were unconscious of it. And 
in the rain and under umbrellas or raincoats or covered 
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wagon-tops, all life seemed to flow so softly and so 
smoothly. But to where? And for what?” TJds same sen^ 
of the endless flux and its inexplicability, greatly deepened 
by the generous resources of Jennie’s nature, was what he 
brought to fullest expression in his second novel. 
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I OOKING back to the years just after the appearance 
of Jennie Gerhardt, Dreiser could feel that this wj >5 
^the time when he had finally “risen against the wind. ’ 
Led by the reviews of Mencken, Huneker, and Dell, Jer- 
nie Gerhardt was successful is Sister Carrie had not beei., 
though some commentators took the grudging position ths t 
“Times have changed, literary standards have lowered.” In 
England his reputation had been quietly growing for some 
time. When Arnold Bennett visited this country in 1911, 
he told surprised interviewers that “Dreiser is the most sig¬ 
nificant figure among your writers,” and was himself sur¬ 
prised to find how few of them had yet read Sister Carrie 
and how frequently people seemed to feel that they could 
dismiss its author merely by saying that he was “very 
crude.” 

It was to be characteristic of his working habits for the 
rest of his life for Dreiser to be engaged on several projects 
at once. He wrote Mencken shortly after he had fin¬ 
ished Jennie Gerhardt, “I am going to do three more 
books,” and added with the crudity which he never left be¬ 
hind him, “then if there is no money in the game I [’m] 
going to run a weekly. I can write a book every six months, 
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I think, so I won’t be long out of the editing game unless 
perchance I should make a living this way. Who knows?” 
He had begun The “Genius” and was already well along with 
a first draft when Harper expressed much greater interest 
in the idea he had for a study of the businessman. He was 
writing out of so much stored-up energy at this time that 
he had also drafted over half of The Financier by the time 
Jennie Gerhardt appeared. He was planning his business 
novel as a trilogy, and when Grant Richards—the English 
publisher who had been following his work for some time 
—suggested that he take a trip to Europe and do a travel 
book in addition, Dreiser agreed, partly for the reason that 
'^Charles T. Yerkes, the businessman who was the prototype 
for his hero, had finished his career in London, and Dreiser 
could obtain there at first hand some of the material he 
needed. 

He sailed at the end of November, spent the winter in 
England and on the Continent, and returned in the spring, 
just missing passage on the Titanic. He first amused but 
eventually disgusted Richards by being such a “worrying” 
traveler, so unable to relax and so continually anxious about 
I his future. When Dreiser said, “I acknowledge the Furies, 

I I believe in them, I have heard the disastrous beating of 
their wings,” Richards could hardly realize how deeply this 
remark was rooted in Dreiser’s past insecurity. Whether or 
not Dreiser learned much that he needed about Yerkes in 
London, ancient and Renaissance Italy afforded him sev¬ 
eral analogies for the predatory but magnetic quality that 
he saw in the American businessman. He studied the Med- 
icis, he was so fascinated by the power of the Borgias that 
he set down a compressed history of them in the middle 
of one of his travel chapters, and he recaptured also some 
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basic likenesses between imperial Rome and modem 
America. 

Before writing up his travel impressions, he set himself 
to completing The Financier, and it was out in tk'; fall of 
igiz. A Traveler at Forty is as a whole both superficial and 
ponderous, with its best passages those in which Dreistr 
conveys some of his wonder at so many things .that wei e 
new to him, and its worst those which were akin to tie 
“heavy gaiety” that he foun>l in Berlin night life. But h s 
new novel marked a departi re in his fiction, and his a: - 
rival at the second of the t wo main types in which 1 e 
worked. Here he was no longer drawing upon what he hi i 
learned primarily through Iv.s family: he was evolving a 
particular kind of documentary novel. In writing Sistt r 
Carrie he had had a sense ol the historical significance < f 
some of his material, but now he was shaping an account 
of the main drift of American economic development from 
before the Civil War. His sources were public, for the 
most part what he could read in the newspapers. He still 
seems to have kept no noteljook, but to have soaked him¬ 
self in his material until he was saturated with it. When it 
came to public documents and court records, he sometimes 
copied them verbatim, as he was to do again in An Amer¬ 
ican Tragedy. 

As for why he selected Yerkes for his prototype, Dreiser 
later told Masters that he “had looked into the careers of 
twenty American capitalists and that Yerkes was the most 
interesting of them.” The actual process may have been 
less deliberate, since Yerkes’s buccaneering career was at* 
its height during Dreiser’s own Chicago days. He had re¬ 
cently read Thomas W. Lawson’s Frenzied Finance, and 
admired Gustavus Myers’s investigations into the way the 

• 129 • 




Theodore Dreiser 


great American fortunes had been amassed. He declared 
that “the drift of the nation to monopoly and so to oli¬ 
garchy” had begun to be apparent to him from his first ex¬ 
posure to Chicago—which sounds as though he were read¬ 
ing his later knowledge back into that time. 

In any case his emphasis upon the facts he had observed 
was significantly different from the emphasis of the muck- 
rakers. He made most explicit the attitude out of which 
The Financier was written in a passage in A Hoosier Holi¬ 
day recalling his mood as he had moved east in 1894: “The 
spirit of America at that time was so remarkable. It was 
just entering on that vast, splendid, most lawless and most 
savage period in which the great financiers, now nearly all 
dead, were plotting and conniving the enslavement of the 
people and belaboring each other for power. These crude and 
parvenu dynasties which now sit enthroned in our democ¬ 
racy, threatening its very life with their pretensions and 
assumptions, were just in the beginning. John D. Rockefel¬ 
ler was still in Cleveland. Flagler, William Rockefeller, H. 
H. Rogers were still comparatively young and secret 
agents. Carnegie was still in Pittsburgh—an iron master—and 
of all his brood of powerful children only Frick had ap- 
pearedyWilliam H. Vanderbilt and Jay Gould had only 
recejjfly died. . . . Giants were plotting, fighting, dream- 
Jpg on every hand, and in this city [Buffalo], as in every*^ 
other American city I then visited, there was a singing, 
illusioned spirit. Actually, the average American then be¬ 
lieved that the possession of money would certainly solve 
*all his earthly ills. You could see it in the faces of the peo¬ 
ple, in their step and manner. Power, power, power—every¬ 
one was seeking power in the land of the free and the home 
of the brave.” 
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“And I,” he added, “was dreaming of love and power, 
too.” So much attraction to what he also disapproves is very 
different from the incisive critical judgment of Myers or 
the heartfelt denunciations of Upton Sinclair, ’^reiser’s 
mixed attitude had a good deal to do with his choice of 
Yerkes rather than one of the more typical robber baror s. 
As Matthew Josephson sumnied up his findings on the lea 1 - 
ing embodiments of the t)pe, a rank above Yerkes n 
wealth: “In general, they were puritanical and pious. On y 
one of them, Fisk, was given to free living, drinking, ai d 
flesh pots. ... In private life they were generally d i- 
creet, sober, well-controlled, their strongest lust being t le 
pecuniary appetite. The poverty which darkened the chil l- 
hood of all of them save Morgan, son of a banker, lent the n 
sobriety, and the Protestant teaching they received disti- 
plined their will. . . . Not only did they have, as Veblon 
has said. Old Testament traits of ferocity, jealousy, cla:.i- 
nishness and disingenuousne.ss, but also the ‘economic virtues’ 
which are associated with Christian sobriety.” 

Yerkes, as Dreiser saw him, had none of “the book¬ 
keeper’s soul” that was attributed to Rockefeller. He lov^d 
not only wealth and power, but also women. But he was 
very different from Jim Fisk. He was not a roisterer, and 
he also loved art. His collection was not acquired whole¬ 
sale, as was the case with many, but was a reflection of his 
own taste. In fine, when Dreiser told reporters that his aim 
was to portray his financier “unidealized and uncursed,” he 
had in mind his most completely developed conception of 
a protagonist—one who could fuse, more effectively than 
anything else he had written so far, what Balzac and Spen¬ 
cer had helped teach him. 

Cowperwood is no mechanical copy of Yerkes. He is 
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Dreiser’s amplest expression of what he understood of the 
time-spirit, his contribution to the myth of the American 
hero. It will be illuminating, therefore, to separate the vari¬ 
ous strains that enter into his make-up, and particularly to 
note why he seems to live, as the more simplified business¬ 
man villains in the muckrakers’ novels do not. 

In a summary of his feelings for Paul, Dreiser said: “He 
was full of simple middle-class romance, middle-class hu¬ 
mor, middle-class tenderness, and middle-class grossness— 
all of which I am very free to say I admire. After all, we 
cannot all be artists, statesmen, generals, thieves, or finan¬ 
ciers.” This reveals, to a greater degree than Dreiser was 
probably conscious of, the diverse elements of life that at¬ 
tracted him most profoundly. There were those relaxed 
qualities of Paul’s with which he felt easily at home, and at 
the other extreme was the quality that he seems to have felt 
as a common denominator in his strangely miscellaneous list 
—the quality of power beyond good and evil. To his eyes 
a lawless character like Cowperwood, whose motto was “I 
satisfy myself,” shared in the nature of the thief and of the 
artist as well as of the financier. In the opening pages, in 
which he portrayed his hero as a small boy watching in a 
tank at the fish market a lobster slowly but inevitably de¬ 
stroying a squid, Dreiser gave Cowperwood an image 
“which stayed with him all his life and cleared things up 
considerably intellectually.” 

The mature Cowperwood is no reader, but though he 
does not formulate his career in these terms, he is Dreiser’s 
version of “the survival of the fittest,” intermingled with 
traits of Nietzsche’s “Superman,” and possessing also what 
Dreiser calls a “Machiavellian” brain. In portraying Jennie, 
Dreiser had dwelt on the beauty in natural processes, but 
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here he was impelled also to acknowledge their brutality. 
When asked, after publishing this novel, whether “the 
American financial type ... so abundant and powerful, 
had ethically the right to be as it was or do as it was doing,” 
his answer was that “in spite of all the so-called laws and 
prophets, there is apparently in Nature no such thing as the 
right to do or the right not t<» do, if you reach the place 
where the significance of the s(-cial chain in which you find 
yourself is not satisfactory.” He added, with the same kind 
of expansiveness with which Whitman had attempted to 
cope with his America as it existed beyond the conven¬ 
tional formulas; “For my own part I am convinced that so- 
called vice and crime and dest ■ uction and so-called evil are 
as fully a part of the universal creative process as the so- 
called virtues, and do as much good.” This does not mean 
that in other moods Dreiser w;is not shocked and shattered 
by what he saw, “chilled and stupefied by the way strength 
survives and weakness goes under.” But the chief value of 
his fiction lies in the unflinching strength with which he 
recorded not the professed but the actual forces of his time. 
In the case of Cowperwood in particular Dreiser had an 
added source for creating his vitality, in that Cowperwood 
was the embodiment of so much that he himself had longed 
for and missed. 

But the most elementary factor in accounting for this 
hero’s continued appeal to readers should not be ignored. 
He is a version of the American success story, no matter 
how refracted from the official versions Dreiser had had to 
record for Marden in his early interviews with financiers. 
Indeed, at times a bare Horatio Alger pattern shows oddly 
through, as when Dreiser describes Cowperwood in his first 
job; “The books of Messrs. Waterman & Co., though fairly 
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complicated, were child’s play to Frank.” To be sure, Drei¬ 
ser’s final intention was to carry Cowperwood as far as he 
could from the standard simplified fable. In an interview he 
gave just before The Titan was published, he dwelt at 
length on the mythical proportions he saw in his hero: “I 
doubt often whether the world is ever willing or even in¬ 
clined to face its darker phases any more than it is capable 
of either experiencing or acknowledging its more exquisite 
pleasures. The capacity for life varies with individuals. In 
the main the vast majority are comparable to spindling un¬ 
dergrowth or grass. Here and there in this jungle which 
the will to live has produced are giant trees, sequoias, 
banyans.” 

Then, shifting his image, he spoke in the terms of his un¬ 
derstanding of social Darwinism: “Giants seem to be pre¬ 
paring the earth for the average man, making it possible for 
billions to live in simple, oyster-like security, where, in a 
more brilliant or capricious state, only a few might sur¬ 
vive.” Here Dreiser was reaching the formulation that he 
was to articulate a few years later in an essay on “The 
American Financier”: “Finally one is led to conclude that, 
by and large, the financial type is the coldest, the most self¬ 
ish, and the most useful of all living phenomena. Plainly it 
is a highly specialized machine for the accomplishment of 
some end which Nature has in view. Often humorless, 
shark-like, avid, yet among the greatest constructive forces 
imaginable; absolutely opposed to democracy in practice, 
yet as useful an implement for its accomplishment as for 
autocracy.” 

When Dreiser published this, shortly after the First 
World War, he acknowledged his debt for many of his 
facts to Myers. But at the time when he conceived of his 
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Titan, his imagination was compelled far more warmly, 
and he ended the account of his intention by pointing out 
the most universal elements in his theme: “Some tales are 
too great to be told, or they need retelling. Certain I am of 
one thing, the age that produced at once the mechanical 
perfection of the world and its most colossal fortunes is 
classic. From that period certainly some Croesus, Lepidus 
or Maecenas is sure to show fi rth in fable, song, or story. 
In my limited search and with my selective tendencies none 
seemed of so great import, socially, sociologically, finan¬ 
cially, philosophically as the irjdividual whom I have se¬ 
lected. A rebellious Lucifer this, glorious in his somber 
conception of the value of po-ver. A night-black pool his 
world will seem to some, played over by fulgurous gleams of 
his own individualistic and tnJy titanic mind. To the il¬ 
luminate it will have a very different meaning, I am sure, a 
clear suggestion of the inscrtitable forces of life, as they 
shift and play—marring what they do not glorify—pagan, 
fortuitous, inalienably artistic.” 

Clearly Dreiser envisaged as great heroic stature in Cow- 
perwood as Marlowe did in Tamburlaine or Melville in 
Ahab. But Dreiser’s method here was that of the historical 
novel, and he proceeded to involve his hero not only with 
the dominant forces of his time, but also with its detailed 
surfaces. Huneker, who came from Philadelphia, praised him 
for the authenticity of his picture of that city. Dreiser may 
have remembered what he needed from his desolate months 
there a decade before; but he pinned down Yerkes’s opera¬ 
tions by going through the files of the Public Ledger, and 
he also read local history. 

Cowperwood is not poor. His father, a bank clerk at the 
time of his son’s birth in the mid-eighteen-thirties, is on his 
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way to a moderate and conservative success. He is sure that 
Andrew Jackson “was all wrong in his opposition to Nich¬ 
olas Biddle.” Yerkes came from Quaker stock, but Dreiser 
changed this to Episcopalian, and then in his revised edi¬ 
tion of 1927 dropped the mention of any denomination, 
though he left the Cowperwoods with general religious re¬ 
spectability. He is very explicit that life had given his hero 
“no severe shocks nor rude awakenings,” that “he had not 
been compelled to suffer illness or pain or deprivation of 
any kind.” To be sure, he introduced as a motto to his 
opening chapter a quotation from Richard III: “I came into 
the world feet first and was born with teeth. The nurse did 
prophesy that I should snarl and bite.” But he also dropped 
this in his revision, for though it suggested Cowperwood’s 
kinship with Machiavelli, it was quite out of accord with 
the genial, cheerful, handsome young man whom he por¬ 
trayed as having “nothing saVage in his attitude, no rage 
against fate, no dark fear of failure.” At the base of Cow¬ 
perwood’s character, as Dreiser saw it, there is no motivar 
tion out of grievance or frustration, but rather an instinc¬ 
tive, unimpeded response to the expanding possibilities of 
the age. 

Indeed, he pronounces Cowperwood “a financier by in¬ 
stinct” from the first time he watches with intense curi¬ 
osity his father counting money at his teller’s window. His 
will to success and power develops early. At sixteen he is 
pressing his father, whom he now regards as much too cau¬ 
tious, to allow him to stop school and go to work. His first 
job is as a bookkeeper, but he knows that he will not do 
this kind of work long. He moves on to an investment 
house, but quickly comes to see that here he is “nothing 
more than a gambler’s agent,” that the real powers—the or- 
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ganizers and builders—are behind and beyond these scenes. 
In 1857, the year of the panic, he receives a twenty-five- 
thousand-dollar legacy from an uncle, and can begin to 
look ahead to the time when he will be in business for 
himself. 

Cowperwood’s reflections on the impending war enable 
Dreiser to picture his early hard maturity, and to present 
him also as an historical symbol. “The negro isn’t worth all 
this excitement,” he says, “bur they’ll go on agitating foi 
him—emotional people always do. . . . It’s hurting out 
Southern trade.” When the w ir breaks out, he hopes that 
the North will win, but his behavior corresponds to that 
of Gould and Fisk. “He did n« t care to fight. That seemed 
silly for the individual man to do. Others might—there were 
many poor, thin-minded, half-baked creatures who would 
put themselves up to be shot; !)ut they were only fit to be 
commanded or shot down. As for him, his life was sacred 
to himself and his family and his personal interests.” 

As the endless battles move to their conclusion, he spec¬ 
ulates further: “He was not at all sure, for instance, that 
the negroes could be made into anything much more sig¬ 
nificant than they were. . . . He had no particular quarrel 
with the theory that they should be free—but beyond that 
he could not see that there was any great ethical basis for 
the contentions of their sponsors. The vast majority of men 
and women, as he could see, were not essentially above 
slavery, even when they had all the guarantees of a con¬ 
stitution formulated to prevent it.” 

Such passages contain the heart of Dreiser’s interpreta¬ 
tion of what happened to America as a result of the new 
careers open to the talents of the plutocrat. In Cowper¬ 
wood’s progress the Civil War was most significant in that 
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it gave him his first great financial opportunity, that of 
making a loan to the government, as Jay Cooke and Francis 
M. Drexel had done. 

By now Cowperwood is before us in his essential nature. 
Dreiser’s intention is not to have him strike the reader as 
merely ruthless and cold. He is both, of course, but he is 
also capable of radiating great magnetism which Dreiser 
evokes especially in several passages dwelling on his gray- 
blue eyes: “Wonderful eyes, soft and spring like at times, 
glowing with a rich, human understanding which on the 
instance could harden and flash lighming. Deceptive eyes, 
unreadable, but alluring alike to men and women in all 
walks and conditions of life.” 

Dreiser sees him not only as an egotist, but as also pos¬ 
sessing the mind of a creative artist in his own medium. 
Analogies with the Renaissance merchant prince—which 
will be more in keeping at the height of Cowperwood’s ca¬ 
reer in The Titan—ite first suggested when his architect 
introduces into the design for the door of his new office 
“a money changer’s sign used in old Venice”; and the an¬ 
alogies begin to be developed by his growing fondness for 
the “magnificence” of paintings and tapestry. 

His marriage was socially correct, made before he had 
really found himself, with a widow a few years his senior. 
Its quality can be summarized in the cool way Cowper¬ 
wood looks ahead to having a son: “He liked it, the idea of 
self-duplication. It was almost acquisitive, this thought.” 
Yerkes had six children by his first marriage, but the son 
and daughter Cowperwood begets are left very shadowy, 
far from the living center of his interests. The chief means 
by which Dreiser brings him to flesh-and-blood life is 
through the strength of his passion for his mistress, Aileen 
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Butler, the daughter of a Philadelphia Irish political boss. 
In her company Dreiser shows him no longer “defiant of 
life,” but “courteous to it.” 

The chief dramatic development of the novel rises out of 
the contacts with local politics which Cowperwood estab¬ 
lished in the course of his loans. He finds the city treasurer 
compliant, and launches upon a course of speculating with, 
the funds, to which the only limit seems to be the extent 
of his daring. His one rule for liimself is “Never fail, never 
get caught.” But the great Chicago fire creates a panic in 
the stock market, and the bosses make him a scapegoat; by 
now Aileen’s father has found out about Cowperwood’s 
relations with her, and has tutned violently against him. 
But even when brought to trial Cowperwood remains un- 
rufiled, and Dreiser gives us an')ther revealing summary of 
his state of mind: “He was strong, and he knew it, and 
somehow he always believed in his star. . . . Life was a 
dark, insoluble mystery, but . . . strength would win- 
weakness lose.” 

This Napoleonic strain sustains him even in prison, where 
he watches the night sky with the kind of absorption that 
will make it natural for him in his later career to contribute 
the money for the University of Chicago’s observatory. 
For a while, as he thinks of the earth “floating like a little 
ball in immeasurable reaches of ether,” his own life appears 
very trivial. But this mood is only fleeting, for he is “pos¬ 
sessed with a sense of grandeur, largely in relation to him¬ 
self and his affairs.” 

Cowperwood is certainly Dreiser’s most confident ac¬ 
cepter of change. He shakes off his depression over his 
temporary degradation, and even the prison attendants see 
a man “whose face blazed energy and power”—as Dreiser 
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uses again his favorite active verb. A commuted sentence 
lets him out in time to take immediate advantage of the 
failure of Jay Ojoke, which precipitated the panic of 1873, 
by selling short on everything and emerging once more a 
millionaire, with the resolution to turn to the West for a 
new career. 

What saves Cowperwood’s undaunted and almost im¬ 
perturbable nature from being as unreal as that of an Alger 
hero is the scenes with Aileen, the most full-bodied love 
passages that Dreiser ever wrote. Aileen’s character is far 
more coherently realized than Carrie’s, and of a bold vi¬ 
tality that was no part of Dreiser’s intention in portraying 
Jennie. There is luxuriance in her red-gold hair, an inclina¬ 
tion to gorgeousness in her clothes, which again Dreiser 
describes with loving detail, as he does the period-piece 
rooms in which she and Cowperwood secretly meet. Break¬ 
ing away from her convent-school training—a variation on 
what by now is a standard theme of Dreiser’s—she brings 
a delight in anarchic freedom to match Cowperwood’s. But 
the relation of their wills is defined in the remark that “she 
was drawn as planets are drawn to their sun.” What makes 
Aileen poignant is that she is caught up beyond her con¬ 
trol, as Cowperwood is not. In another of Dreiser’s rare 
but effective uses of foreshadowing, she breaks out: “If you 
ever desert me. I’ll go to hell. You’ll see.” When he is in 
prison, it is she who suffers more. 

The single most effective stroke of creation in this book 
is Aileen’s father. In him Dreiser’s imagination was working 
most freely. Yerkes’s mistress had been an actress, and Drei¬ 
ser’s way of involving Cowperwood’s love affair with his 
political connections is his own. A St. Louis machine boss 
whom Dreiser had interviewed while he was a reporter 
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there was named Edward Butler, but Dreiser seems to have 
blended into his character his accruing impressions of many 
other Irishmen. He had a particular flair for catching their 
qualities, as witness his portraits of Muldoon and Burke. 
But Butler is very different from either of these, as slow¬ 
paced and deliberate as Burke was quick and excitable. 
When you start reading any of the old politician’s conver¬ 
sation, it sounds like that of t;ie stage Irishman; but you 
gradually realize that though Dreiser’s words are not ex¬ 
act, his tune is. He has fitted the rhythm of Butler’s manner 
and gestures to the rhythm of his speech. 

He has also produced his m -st powerful figure of a fa¬ 
ther. Dreiser' documents Bi. tier’s background briefly 
through his rise from garbage collector to wealthy con¬ 
tractor and finally to political boss. He is solidly at ease 
when Cowperwood first goes to meet him in his house 
with its curtains of lace and its chairs of substantial red 
plush. He is humorous and warm-hearted as well as solemn 
and slow, and overpoweringly devoted to his daughter. 
His implacable anger will be in proportion. But when he 
confronts Aileen with her conduct, he is appalled to find 
in her a fighting will that equals his own. Dreiser has 
evolved in him a massive tragic helplessness, his agony 
matched to his wrath. As Dreiser foresees the scene of ex¬ 
posure of daughter by father, he reflects characteristically: 
“No good ever comes of violence.” 

He did not here present Cowperwood with any finality. 
He devised a frame for his novel within the context of his 
understanding of Darwinian science. He balanced the 
struggle to the death between the lobster and the squid, 
which gave young Cowperwood his initial glimpse of the 
laws of survival, with another passage of natural history at 
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the close. He introduced this, after taking leave of Cow- 
perwood on the train to Chicago with Aileen, whom he will 
now marry as soon as his divorce is granted. Here Dreiser’s 
speculations took the form of a brief illustrative parallel 
with the character of the black grouper fish, which lives 
long “because of its very remarkable ability to adapt itself 
to conditions.” It possesses a special power of altering its 
appearance, and thus, by simulating the color of things with 
which it has nothing in common, it strikes forth to get its 
living by subtle trickery. Dreiser regards the black grouper 
as representative “of the constructive genius of nature, 
which is not beatific.” With this way of dismissing any 
conception of a beneficent divine will as merely delusive, 
he reflects, as though upon the victims of a Cowperwood: 
“Man himself is busy digging the pit and fashioning the 
snare, but he will not believe it. His feet are in the trap of 
circumstance; his eyes are on an illusion.” 

Dreiser had thought in this elementary way of the cor¬ 
respondences between men and animals in “A Lesson from 
the Aquarium,” an essay he' wrote during his first months 
of working for Street & Smith, comparing human behavior 
to that of small fish and sharks. A similar elementary strain 
of animal imagery runs through The Financier. Cowper¬ 
wood in his first business venture is “like a young hound on 
the scent of game.” He and Aileen “ran together tempera¬ 
mentally ... like two leopards.” Men on the stock exchange 
are “like a lot of gulls or stormy petrels, hanging on the lee 
of the wind, hungry and anxious to snap up any unwary 
fish.” Such similes are very numerous, though they are not 
built into a consistent recurrent pattern as they would be 
by a writer more conscious of his resources. One most rep¬ 
resentative of Dreiser’s vision occurs at Cowperwood’s 
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great moment of come-back in the panic: “Like a wolf 
prowling under glittering, bitter stars in the night, he was 
looking down into the humble folds of simple men and see¬ 
ing what their ignorance and their unsophistication would 
cost them.” 

But Dreiser did not end The Financier with a picture of 
the triumph of grim natural force. Other reflections on 
chance and fate have been running through the book, if 
only as a subdued undertone. I fe says explicitly that Cow- 
perwood had felt that “there w is nothing to the Greek the¬ 
ory of being pursued by the f’tries.” But when the bosses 
close in upon him to save ther selves, it seemed as though 
“an untoward fate . . . was p.irsuing him.” However, his 
view of life can give no countenance to such thoughts, and 
he pushes them aside. Dreiser appears to be suggesting in 
this way not merely that Cowperwood is undauntably self- 
reliant, but also that there is a limitation in his vision. In a 
final passage after the reflections on the black grouper, and 
as a second departure from the realistic theory of fiction 
that everything should be contained within the narrative 
itself, Dreiser borrows the standard device of prophecy, 
with an equally standard allusion to the witches in Mac¬ 
beth. What is promised for Cowperwood is “a world of 
mansions, carriages, jewels, beauty; a vast metropolis out¬ 
raged by the power of one man; a great State seething with 
indignation over a force it could not control; vast halls of 
priceless pictures; a palace unrivaled for its magnificence; a 
whole world reading with wonder, at times, of a given 
name.” But there will also be great sorrow, and the final 
cryptic destiny held out for this hero is “Master and no 
master, prince of a world of dreams whose reality was dis¬ 
illusion.” 
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The further expansion of Cowperwood’s powers, rather 
than any final judgment upon him, is the main tenor of The 
Titan, the second part of what Dreiser had now subtitled 
“A Trilogy of Desire.” Opinions divided sharply over the 
relative success of these first two parts. Mencken wrote 
Dreiser about The Financier-. “No better picture of a po¬ 
litical-financial camorra has ever been done. It is wholly 
accurate and wholly American.” But by the time of his 
printed comment Mencken, having changed his mind some¬ 
what, criticized for the first time Dreiser’s weight of de¬ 
tail as slowing down his story too much. He made no such 
reservations about The Titan: “It is the best thing you have 
ever done, with the possible exception of Jennie Gerhardt. 
... It is the best picture of an immoralist in all modern 
literature.” 

Masters took the opposite view. He said of The Finan¬ 
cier: “It is a big thing, and shows a big grasp of things. I 
believe no American writer understands the facts of mod¬ 
ern American life as you do. And your ‘sceptical daring’ is 
immense. ... If you ever get a theme which focuses all 
your powers and which comes forth fused and molten, 
you will add that illumination to your work which makes 
art.” But he did not find this fusion in The Titan: “You 
will do infinitely better work than this. This is not satisfy¬ 
ing. There’s the power there, and the giant massing of de¬ 
tails—but somehow you have not nursed or caressed, lived 
with and reproduced the spirit of the thing. . . . Now 
you loved Jennie, and you made everyone love, so under¬ 
stand her. Of course no one could love Cowperwood, but 
you don’t make us hate him, or even greatly dread 
him.” 

Dreiser had begun to be intimate with Masters when he 
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went to Chicago in the early winter of 1913 to complete 
his knowledge of Yerkes’s dealings there. In talks with re¬ 
porters he revealed the extent to which he had himself been 
caught up into Cowperwood’s mood. He objected tl.at the 
wild spirit that had created the earlier Chicago was now 
dead—“the wilder the better for those who are strong 
enough to survive.” During his weeks there he was greatly 
attracted by a young actress at rhe new Little Theater, who 
was a friend of Dell’s, and he utilized the episode (very 
slightly altered) as Cowperw* lod’s affair with Stephanie 
Platow. To this degree he had become identified in his own 
imagination with his conquerin:' hero. 

Dreiser’s main structural problem in The Titan was how 
to continue to heighten Cowp> rwood’s stature. A man of 
force when he laid siege to ('hicago, he was to rise to 
far greater power than any he had enjoyed in Philadelphia. 
Dreiser endeavored to keep pace with this advance by a 
series of analogies to match its stages. On his arrival Cow- 
perwood knows that he is regarded as an ex-convict, “an 
Ishmael.” But he determines to conduct his fortune so that 
he can “present himself, like a Hamilcar Barca in the heart 
of Spain or a Hannibal at the gates of Rome, with a demand 
for surrender and a division of spoils.” As he sweeps every¬ 
thing before his will he strikes men as “either devil or 
prince, or both.” To one of the young actresses who has 
been reading Marlowe and Jonson, he is “a great personage 
of the Elizabethan order.” Dreiser has many other epithets 
to fit his rise. When Cowperwood has gained his monopoly 
of the street railways and has built the Loop, he towers over 
the city, “a colossus.” Passing on to bend the laws of the 
state to his own ends, he is seen variously as “a superman,” 
“a half-god or demi-gorgon,” as he holds fast to his atti- 
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tude “of Promethean defiance, which had never yet 
brooked defeat.” 

But it is one thing for Dreiser to envisage Cowperwood, 
and quite another for him to enable the reader to respond 
to his hero in anything like these dimenaons. Dreiser had 
a much bigger subject here than in The Financier, a broad 
canvas that his knowledge of Chicago might have let him 
fill with its crowded figures. But he was faced with the 
problem of dramatizing the details of more complicated 
finance. He can present Cowperwood’s feeling for the 
streetcar lines (“the tinkle of car-bells . . . was in his 
blood”); but when Cowperwood-Yerkes advances into the 
area of securing franchises, piling one corporation on an¬ 
other, and engaging in the then newly developed art of 
manipulating holding companies, the material tends to be¬ 
come too abstract to handle. 

In the presentation of Cowperwood’s gallery of women 
there is another and even more crucial weakness in what 
Dreiser would have regarded as one of his greatest 
strengths. No woman can hold Cowperwood long, but 
Dreiser had no skill in differentiating between the women, 
and they become merely a series of stereotypes for Cow¬ 
perwood’s needs. Here Stuart Sherman was right in his ob¬ 
jection that the structure of this novel is “a sort of huge 
club-sandwich, composed of slices of business alternating 
with erotic episodes.” And unfortunately Dreiser’s worst 
failure is with the girl upon whom Cowperwood stakes 
most—Berenice Fleming, the “dream girl” of eighteen who 
is meant to be the most exquisite being he has ever met. But 
though Dreiser attributes varied intellectual and artistic 
qualities to her—gifts for dancing and painting and writing 
—he never apprehends any of these concretely enough to 
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let us believe in them. There is a sentimental vulgarity in 
her whole conception, wholly different from the warm 
coarseness of Aileen. 

Aileen continues to be an emotional center of the book 
as she finds herself excluded from Chicago society and re¬ 
alizes that she is losing Cowperwood through the reckless 
impulsiveness that had first attracted him. As Dreiser notes, 
she is not “hard enough to succeed.” And as she begins to 
drink and to try to distract herself with other men while 
still caring only for Cowperwoi >d, there is a reality in her 
suffering which Dreiser seems not to have suspected to be 
lacking in all her successors. 

This is the most serious insta-ice in any of his books so 
far of the sharp boundaries of his range. He can understand 
the outsider, but he can usually only glamorize the insider 
—or what in the realm of women and art an outlaw like 
Cowperwood, who has driven his way up to the top, would 
continue to possess. There is a comparable insecurity in 
his handling of Cowperwood’s art collection. Dreiser, ab¬ 
sorbed in recounting its growing splendor, speaks in equal 
terms of its Rembrandts and its Bouguereaus; he was never 
much more discriminating about it than when he described 
Cowperwood’s first trip to Europe: “Here and there was 
an artist, such as Lord Leighton, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, or 
Whistler, to whom he was introduced.” That “such as” 
tells the story. Cowperwood-Yerkes, to be sure, may have 
been as undiscriminating as this, but Dreiser indicates no 
awareness of any flaws in his taste. 

The structure of The Titan is static, as that of The Fi¬ 
nancier is not, despite all the business and political strug¬ 
gles through which Cowperwood passes. This is owing 
partly to the greater suitability for Dreiser’s slow imagi- 
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nation of one central dramatic situation instead of a whole 
series, Cowperwood’s defiant meetings with the older lords 
of the city (who are based on Armour, Field, and the rest) 
and the turbulent scenes in the city council when it finally 
revolts from his domination—these were the things in which 
Zola’s plastic gifts for creating crowds of people in conflict 
would have been supreme, and where Dreiser is most lum¬ 
bering. 

But the chief reason why so much action is not more dy¬ 
namic is that Dreiser’s desire to exalt his hero has in a sense 
raised him above the level of being affected by victory or 
defeat. Conceiving Cowperwood as endowed with “beauty 
and resourcefulness” of mind, Dreiser cannot put him into 
a situation where his ruthless qualities will show him at real 
disadvantage. He never makes him as plain-spoken as 
Yerkes was in one of his most frequently quoted adages: 
“The secret of success in my business is to buy old junk, 
fix it up a little and unload it upon other fellows.” Cowper¬ 
wood’s Olympian quality also robs his show-down with 
Governor Swanson (whose prototype was Altgeld) of 
some of its trenchancy. When Cowperwood, engaged in 
“fixing” the state legislature to extend his franchises, calls 
on the Governor in the hope of bribing him also, Swanson 
sees the issue between them: it is that between “greed, 
over-weening ambition, colossal self-interest,” and all the 
ideals and hopes of a struggling democracy. But Cowpef- 
wood fries to cut across their differences in the way that 
makes him most fascinating to Dreiser, and declares: “The 
, men who are fighting yuu are fighting me. I am a scoundrel 
^becwse I am selfish-and ambitious—a materialist. You are 
I not a scoundrel, but a dangerous person because you are 
anTdealist.” When Swanson turns him down in this effort 
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to make a common cause between them, Cowperwood is 
not at all vindictive. He does not play a vigorous part in 
hounding the Governor out of office by branding him a 
socialist and an anarchist, as a character imagined more 
completely within the actual forces of history would have 
done and as Yerkes actually did. 

This naturally does not mean that Dreiser should have 
confined himself to what Yerk< s or anyone else did. But 
he had envisaged in his hero more than he was able to bring 
out through any action he managed to involve him in. 
Cowperwood, like the action, is static, since he passes 
through every experience virtually untouched. He is a vig¬ 
orous and shrewd animal who v:an be lessened only by a 
decline in physical vitality, beatt n only by death. Yet Drei¬ 
ser concluded this second part o:i the theme of a final judg¬ 
ment: “Rushing like a great comet to the zenith, his path 
a blazing trail, Cowperwood did for the hour illuminate the 
terrors and wonders of individuality. But for him also the 
eternal equation—the pathos of the discover)’’ that even 
giants are but pygmies, and that an ultimate balance must be 
struck.” 

Some feeling on Dreiser’s part that he had already given 
the essential portrait of his immoralist, and had little more 
to add, may have been what deflected him at this point 
from going ahead to complete the trilogy. He never, in¬ 
deed, really dropped his idea for The Stoic-, it kept crop¬ 
ping up in his correspondence. He worked on it sporadi¬ 
cally in the early nineteen-twenties just before he settled 
to An American Tragedy, and when he was in Europe 
again in 1926 he gathered some more material about Yerkes. 
His recurrent interest in the theme also showed itself in the 
revision he then undertook of The Financier. The primary 
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intention in this was to cut sixty thousand words out of a 
book running to over a quarter of a million. But he ended 
by doing far more than a paste-and-scissors job: he re¬ 
wrote the whole novel, adding many passages as well. A 
detailed comparison of the two versions is beyond our 
scope here, but the very fact of the revision serves to re¬ 
mind us that Dreiser’s manuscripts were never finished. 

His whole attitude toward them was as far as possible 
from that of the self-conscious craftsman. Whenever pos¬ 
sible he turned to friends for suggestions, as when he told 
Dell to be as free as he liked in pointing out necessary cuts 
in The ^^Genius” Later on he trusted his pages more and 
more to his various secretaries. He never grew beyond an 
oppressive sense of his uncertain “struggles and flounder- 
ings” with each new beginning. Furthermore, he took an 
unusually impersonal attitude toward what he had written, 
with hardly any of the customary possessive pride. He 
wanted his work to be as right as it could be made—if not 
by himself, then by another. 

The revision of The Financier involved both gains and 
losses, though the effect of the whole is hardly more altered 
than Whitman’s poems ordinarily were by the endless 
changes that struck his wavering fancy between the vari¬ 
ous editions of Leaves of Grass. A reader can barely notice 
much change of pace through the shortening of what still 
remains a very long book. Some unnecessary documenta¬ 
tion is eliminated, but the elision of several passages of 
Cowperwood’s reflections curtails our sharing in the evolu¬ 
tion of his conscious attitudes. One passage just after Cow- 
perwood learns that he is to be brought to trial would se^m 
to be as significant a formulation as any in the book: 
“Whatever he was, he was neither a hypocrite nor a fool. 
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He did not delude himself concerning himself or others. 

. . . He would have agreed with Machiavelli that, other 
things being equal, fortune is always with him who plans. 
He was no fatalist; or if he was, he would not give fete the 
opportunity to say that he had not put up a good fight- 
had not taken advantage of every single opportunity. He 
was no coward; and, above all, he was no moralist suffering 
from an uneducated conscience. He saw no morals any¬ 
where—nothing but moods, en otions, needs, greeds. Peo¬ 
ple talked and talked, but the / acted according to their 
necessities and desires, just as he did, only as a rule they 
were not quick and clever as he was. For this, sometimes, 
he was sorry for them. At other times he was not.” 

Again, for another instance, we are deprived of one of 
Dreiser’s own most characteristic meditations upon the 
tragedy of life, rising out of the contrast between Cowper- 
wood’s undauntable self-reliance and the helplessness of his 
accomplice the city treasurer; “The damnable scheme of 
things . . . whereby whole masses suffer who have no 
cause to suffer, and, on the other hand, whole masses joy 
who have no cause to joy. . . . We suffer for our tem¬ 
peraments, which we did not make, and for our weaknesses 
and lacks, which are no part of our willing or doing.” 

In regard to the additions, it is interesting to note that 
they are far more frequent in the last half of the book, 
suggesting that Dreiser got more caught up into his old 
subject as he went along. He made several gains in concrete 
presentation—of the room in which Cowperwood and 
Aileen are tracked down by Pinkerton detectives and of 
their reaction in that situation; of the role played by 
wealthy Senator Simpson, who is now given explicitly the 
appearance and manner of his Roman equivalent. But the 
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lai^est single addition is of very doubtful value—a dozen 
pages of the summarizing speeches of the bwyers at the 
trial. This is the kind of documentation of which Dreiser 
was to make so much in An American Tragedy, but there it 
is far more thoroughly integrated with the main theme of 
the novel. 

Despite his reabsorption in the subject, Dreiser did not 
go on from this revision to The Stoic. In the early nineteen- 
thirties he was thinking of it again, though with his by then 
developed political beliefs he realized that his readers might 
regard it as “decidedly unsocial and even ridiculous coming 
from a man who wants social equity.” Yet he resolved to 
write it “just that way.” It was always to be deferred, how¬ 
ever, until the last months of his life. Then out of a sense 
that he still had left something unsaid he brought the man¬ 
uscript almost to a close, turning for advice to James T. 
Farrell and relying greatly upon his devoted second wife. 
At the time of his death all that was lacking was a final 
chapter which Mrs. Dreiser could put together from his 
notes. 

The Stoic rounded out Cowperwood’s career, as he 
moved on from Chicago to New York and then to Eng¬ 
land, where he developed the London Tube. The European 
portions in particular are lacking in the mass of intimately 
possessed details that made The Titan solid even when 
dull. Cowperwood, nearing sixty, is endowed with the 
same charm that Dreiser always felt in him: “ruddyj as¬ 
sured, genial, a gardenia in his lapel, gray hat, gray moes, 
and swinging a cane.” But what should have been the great 
final scene is largely missed. Estranged from Aileen, he dies 
in a New York hotel, and his body is brought by his serv¬ 
ants into his Fifth Avenue mansion only by stealth. An 
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overpowering image of insecurity might have been evoked 
as his lifeless form lies there through the night in the midst 
of these vast, lonely, and now meaningless rooms, which 
are soon to be stripped of their splendor as his overencended 
fortune crashes to nothing. 

But Dreiser hardly dwells <»n this, and does not make ir 
his climax, since his attention iias been deflected by an epi¬ 
sode that would have been m- part of his original scheme 
This is the conversion of Bt renice, after CowperwoodV 
death, to the mysticism of Bhagavad-Gita. Dreiser seems t( 
have thought that he could bring out in this way the neces¬ 
sity of losing the self in the l irger not-self, if the ultiman 
blankness of Cowperwood’s world was to be redeemed 
But the heretofore petted and spoiled Berenice seems nc 
more real as a convert than at the moment when, returning 
from her study of the sacred books of the East, she takes 
up her residence at the Plaza. She seems hopelessly tainted 
by the kind of specious religiosity that had seeped into 
Dreiser’s consciousness during his years in California. Al¬ 
though he means us to view her sympathetically, her ver¬ 
sion of yoga is inescapably that of Hollywood. 

Quite apart from this last episode—the reasons for which 
we shall examine when we come to Dreiser’s later thought 
—there is the question of his final judgment of his hero. 
Cowperwood remains unaltered to the end, his energies 
and appetites waning only a little until he falls a victim of 
Bright’s disease. Visiting the spot where Thomas ^ Becket 
was murdered, he asks: “Was any man noble? . . . He 
was scarcely prepared to believe it. Men killed to live—all 
of them—and wallowed in lust in order to reproduce them¬ 
selves. In fact, wars, vanities, pretenses, cruelties, greeds, 
lusts, murder, spelled their true history, with only the weak 
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running to a mythical saviour or god for aid. And the 
strong using this belief in a god to further the conquest of 
the weak. And by such temples or shrines as this. He 
looked, meditated, and was somehow touched with the fu¬ 
tility of so much that was still so beautiful.” 

But the daily philosophy by which Cowperwood lives is 
what he reveals in an offhand remark to one of his business 
associates: “Neither of us can do much more than eat a lit¬ 
tle, drink a little, play about a little while longer, that’s all.” 
Despite the title he seems far more of an Epicurean than a 
Stoic—though even this only in the popular sense. His easy 
acceptance of change—the element Dreiser is always stress¬ 
ing in him—removes him from any tragic destiny. Masters 
was right: Cowperwood is not a figure whose death we can 
regard with much awe. 

Yet when all the strictures have been considered. The 
Financier and some stretches of The Titan stand among 
Dreiser’s powerful imaginative acts. What they added to 
our literature may be pointed up by a few more compari¬ 
sons, in this case with the other business novels of the pe¬ 
riod in which Dreiser’s trilogy was conceived. Most of 
those written in the spirit of the muckrakers’ investigations 
—like David Graham Phillips’s The Master Rogue (1905) 
—hardly do more than present their protagonists in thinly 
journalistic terms, with no penetration beneath the surface 
of their acts to their motivation in the forces of the time. 
Upton Sinclair in his two attempts in this genre. The Me¬ 
tropolis (1907) and The Moneychangers (1908), has none 
of the involvement with his material that made The Jungle 
so powerful. Here he is merely denouncing from a distance 
what he disapproved, but what his imagination has hardly 
begun to possess. At the opposite angle of approach is Edith 
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Wharton’s The Custom of the Country (1913). This is 
not strictly a business novel since Mrs. Wharton, like 
Henry James, was aware of the gulf separating “down¬ 
town,” the world of affairs, and “uptown,” the world of 
society; and Undine Spragg, a girl from the Middle West- 
in conquest of New York, remains her central figure. But 
as a means of dramatizing her contrast between the ole 
New York and the new, Mrs. Wharton makes a conscien¬ 
tious study of Elmer Moffatt, i businessman from Undine’s 
home town, who will end u:» a billionaire railroad king 
and to whom Undine will finidly revert. Mrs. Wharton, as 
the insider looking out, can endow him with a kind of “epu 
effrontery,” but he never qui'e escapes being a mere gro¬ 
tesque. 

Comparison with Norris’s The Pit is on closer grounds, 
since Curtis Jadwin’s efforts t(' corner the wheat take place 
in the Chicago stock market during Yerkes’s period in the 
city. Dreiser’s Chicago in The Titan is not realized with so 
much dense authenticity as it was in Sister Carrie. He in¬ 
vokes the vaster sphere of Cowperwood’s operations as “this 
Bums of a city . . . with the grip of Caesar in its mind, 
the dramatic force of Euripides in its soul.” But he does not 
have the gifts of folk poet or tragedian to make this rhet¬ 
oric operative in his story. Nor, as we have seen, does he 
have Norris’s gift for the sweeping panorama at the mo¬ 
ment of panic. But Norris’s scrutiny of his material is far 
less coherently serious than Dreiser’s. The Pit is continu¬ 
ally being deflected into a conventional love story of how 
Laura Jadwin kept her husband. Norris seems only inter¬ 
mittently concerned with what Dreiser never lets us for¬ 
get, the manifold drives that are ever present in Cowper- 
wood. Put another way one might say that Norris is rarely 
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able here to imbed his characters as deeply in life as Drei¬ 
ser manages to do. Unlike McTeague, there is nothing in 
The Pit so sustained as the running series of animal images 
in The Titan, of which this glimpse of Union Club mem¬ 
bers is representative: men “with eyes and jaws which var¬ 
ied from those of the tiger, lynx, and bear to those of the 
tolerant mastiff and the surly bulldog.” 

The best business novel of the decade preceding The 
Financier is Robert Herrick’s Memoirs of an American Cit¬ 
izen (1905). Herrick, three years older than Dreiser, a na¬ 
tive of New England who taught writing for many years 
at the University of Chicago, was intimately acquainted 
through his reading with both the literary and the social 
movements of the age that Dreiser approached more grop¬ 
ingly. Many of Herrick’s long list of novels may not have 
enough creative vitality to carry them, but in Memoirs he 
gave his best expression to what he saw very steadily as the 
destructive forces in our society. He Had understood these 
forces in more clear-cut terms than Dreiser was to do until 
much later. From the night that Van Harrington, an out¬ 
cast young man from Indiana, arrives in Chicago in 1876 
and has to sleep out on the waterfront, up to his induction 
into “the millionaires’ club”—the Senate—following his sup¬ 
port of the Spanish-American War, his rise is interwoven 
with the tendencies of the time that made it possible. Like 
Cbwperwood he keeps asking himself, “What was there to 
live for except success?”—though unlike Cowperwood he 
is himself a reader of Darwin and Spencer while he forces 
his way up in the meat-packing business. Herrick may re¬ 
late him somewhat too pady to events by having him be 
one of the jurors in the trial of the Haymarket anarchists 
and cast his cynical vote as the big men sdll above him 
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expect him to. But a very effective contrast is drawn be¬ 
tween the glimmer of the Fair and the poverty which cuts 
away from it, as it ajso does from the selfish heights which 
Harrington has now reached. In a way that Dreiser ig* 
nored, Herrick then goes on to study how such a charat^ 
ter, checked by no scruples, will inevitably corrupt th( 
men who work for him. 

But the whole book is told with the hero as narrator: j> 
poor device in a novel with Herrick’s intention, since—ir- 
making Harrington so coolly conscious of the evil role h< 
is playing—it serves to deprive him of some of Cowper- 
wood’s substance. The use of this device seems to mark th« 
chief difference between Hernck and Dreiser, and to bring 
us out approximately where v e were after contrasting the 
streetcar strikes in Howells and in Dreiser. Herrick’s mind 
was clearer in its values than Dreiser’s was, and—though he 
does not intrude on the narrative—he keeps judging Har¬ 
rington at every step. The lack of final judgment on Drei¬ 
ser’s part made The Titan decline from The Financier, and 
The Stoic be hardly worth the trouble of finishing. But it 
also meant that in the genre of the business novel, where 
the oppositions tended to be seen in sharply limited patterns 
of black and white, Dreiser in the initial conception and 
handling of his hero broke through to something more ini- 
pure and more dangerous—and more alive. Dorothy Dud¬ 
ley was especially astute in noting how much there was in 
Dreiser’s nature that put him among “the immoral, indec¬ 
orous, conquering Americans, allowed to live when they 
dealt in the medium of money, but apt to be censored when 
they worked with words.” In writing about Cowperwood, 
therefore, he was curiously both outsider and insider. 

To be sure, he gave a generalized description of “the Ti- 
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tans” as those “who without heart or soul, and without any 
understanding or sympathy with the condition of the rank 
and file, were setting forth to enchain and enslave them.” 
But the reader never feels that Dreiser is wholly involved 
in this verdict. As a result he shared, as the mass of people 
of his time shared, in being attracted to what might well 
destroy, in a curiously blurred dream that combined Hora¬ 
tio Alger with Darwin and Nietzsche. One must also add 
that Dreiser’s lack of final discrimination again defines his 
limitations sharply, as it keeps a Cowperwood far below an 
Ahab as a symbol of the terrifying reaches of the individ¬ 
ual will. 
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T he “GENIUS’^ is Dreiser’s poorest novel, the one 
least rewarding to reread. It had a very divided 
audience, even among his friends. Mencken hurled 
against it all the adjectives he could readily think of, most 
of which still stick: “flaccid, elephantine, doltish, coarse, 
dismal, flatulent, sophomorie, ignorant, unconvincing, 
wearisome.” The basic difiiculty was that here Dreiser was 
writing a novel too closely autobiographical to be viewed 
in any perspective. The common denominator in all his 
most living characters so far was, as we have seen, his deep 
personal involvement with them; yet this was counterbal¬ 
anced by the fact that in no case had he been writing di¬ 
rectly in his own person. 

It is otherwise with Eugene Witla. Although he is a 
painter, whose work is modeled in part on that of Drei¬ 
ser’s friend Everett Shinn, he re-enacts all the main stages 
in Dreiser’s career up to the writing of Jennie Gerhardt. 
He comes from the Middle West to New York, he marries 
Angela Blue, he goes through a nervous breakdown and re¬ 
gains his health by a job on the railroad, he is deflected 
from art into advertising and has a great success as art di- 

• 159 • 




Theodore Dreiser 


rector and managing publisher of United Magazines until 
he loses this position and returns to his proper work. There 
are a few marked differences: Witla’s first painting scores a 
great triumph (as Sister Carrie did not), his breakdown is 
brought on primarily by overwork, and Angela finally dies 
in childbirth. But these differences were not enough to en¬ 
able Dreiser to detach himself from the material and to 
judge its proportions. He possessed none of the hard ar¬ 
tistic control that such an act demands when the material 
is so completely the writer’s memories. As a consequence 
The “Geniu^' does not have the full genuineness of his auto¬ 
biographies, and is yet very formless as a Bildungsroman. 
As Mencken said, it is “as gross and shapeless as Briinnhilde.” 

It has, however, a secondary interest in filling out a little 
further the pattern of Dreiser’s developing thought. Witla 
phrases again some of the first shattering effect of evolu¬ 
tionary theory upon him: “Nature seemed lavish of its 
types and utterly indifferent to the persistence of anything. 
He came to the conclusion that he was nothing, a mere 
shell, a sound, a leaf.” In his worst depression he could not 
avoid the feeling that the chief characteristic of existence 
was “malevolence.” But towards the end of the book Witla 
begins to speculate more widely. Dreiser has him quote a 
long passage from the English naturalist, Alfred Russel 
Wallace, who presupposes “some vast intelligence” guiding 
the universe. Then—in a way that may well have surprised 
Dreiser’s readers at the time, but that prepares us for his 
later growing concern with the meaning of religion—Witla 
attempts to reconcile Wallace’s thought with Christian 
Science. In his first draft of the manuscript, back in 1911, 
Dreiser had Wida now discover a beauty in the specula¬ 
tions which had formerly tortured him, and declare that 
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“there is a ruling power” that “is not malicious.” Indeed, 
he looks at a passage in Spencer’s First Principles which 
had once impressed him deeply, and reflects that he has 
found “something better” in Science and Health. 

But this first draft had come to a happy ending, witW 
Witla marrying Suzanne, the girl over whom he had lost 
his job. Such an ending grew to seem false to Dreiser, and 
after his long immersion in the brute forces of Cowper- 
wood’s world he could hardly close on a note of calm sure¬ 
ness. And so Witla, whose afiair with Suzanne had been 
permanently broken up by her mother, veers away from 
any religious acceptance, and Dreiser remarks that he was 
not much changed from what he had been, “only hard¬ 
ened intellectually and emotiotially—tempered for life and 
work.” In the last scene he is reading again the “astonishing 
chapters” on “the Unknowablov” in which Spencer voices 
his awe at “the consciousness that without origin or cause, 
infinite space has ever existed and must ever exist.” To this 
Witla adds; “That is certainly the sanest interpretation of 
the limitations of human thought I have ever read.” 

Dreiser himself commented on the quotation marks in 
the novel’s title: “I haven’t committed myself at all. I 
merely put it up to the public.” In a way that the novelist 
did not realize, Witla seems impossible as an artist. One can 
just manage to be a writer by main force as Dreiser did, 
but one cannot be a painter without continual training in 
his craft. Native talent might have carried Witla to his first 
quick success, but it seems scarcely possible that, after his 
long deflection into being a businessman, he would again 
emerge so soon in full power. And the insecure knowledge 
and taste that was revealed in Dreiser’s enumeration of 
Cowperwood’s art collection here appears far more devas- 
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tatingly. Once we have read of Wida’s “ideal” studio— 
with its tapestries representing old Rhine castles, its eleven- 
branched candelabra, its bust of Nero, and its great 
wooden crucifix flickering in the shadows—we can hardly 
believe in him at all. 

And yet, surprisingly, Dreiser had thought quite cober- 
endy about the kind of work he attributes to Wida. He 
knew and admired Sloan and Luks and Glackens, as well as 
Shinn, and he had seen in “the Ash-Can school,” as it was 
scornfully dubbed by the critics, real bonds with his own 
aims. He makes us feel this in his many descriptions of Wit- 
la’s canvases, which stress the deep importance for our cul¬ 
ture of their native realism. Wida “loved the thought of mak¬ 
ing the commonplace dramatic,” and his subjects indicate 
how avidly Dreiser had enjoyed the new school, as he had 
previously enjoyed the photographs of Stieglitz. Inciden¬ 
tally his real if untrained interest in painting is further sub¬ 
stantiated by his mentioning to one of his later bibliog¬ 
raphers that he had drafted, before he had - published any¬ 
thing, a life of George Inness which, he said, was “a good 
thing which I wish I had.” What attracted him to Inness 
comes out in A Hoosier Holiday when he mentions in 
passing how Indiana’s hazy dreamful atmosphere might 
have been caught by such a painter. Inness’s approach to 
his medium and material was very different from that of the 
Ash-Can school, but perfectly attuned, in Dreiser’s view, 
to evoking the earlier American scene. 

Wida’s first great success is with “Six O’Clock,” the hour 
of the workday’s end—which, incidentally, had also been 
the tide of one of Dreiser’s magazine sketches. What Wida 
portrays is “a mass of East Side working girls flooding the 
streets. . . . There were dark walls of buildings, a flaring 
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gas lamp or two, some yellow lighted shop windows, and 
many shaded half seen faces—bare suggestions of souls and 
pulsing life.” 

Witla also paints “Fifth Avenue in a Snow Stom.,” but’ 
a more characteristic subject is “Engines Entering a Freight 
Yard.” We get a renewed impression of Dreiser’s own ac¬ 
curate eye, and his fellow feeling with Witla’s sense of 
beauty-in-ugliness in his evocation of this scene: “the 
smoke of the engines towering straight up like tall whitish- 
gray plumes, in the damp, coM air, the sky lowering with 
blackish-gray clouds, the red and yellow and blue cars 
standing out in the sodden darkness because of the water. 
You could feel the cold, wet <!rizzle, the soppy tracks, the 
weariness of ‘throwing switchi s.’ ” 

We also feel Dreiser’s invol ’ement in the debate among 
the critics, since it is his debate as well. The conventional 
Judgment ridicules Witla’s work and dismisses it, as it first 
dismissed Sloan and the rest of his group: “Broken window 
shutters, dirty pavements, half frozen ash cart drivers, over¬ 
drawn, heavily exaggerated figures of policemen, tenement 
harridans, beggars, panhandlers, sandwich men—of such is 
Art according to Eugene Witla.” But one critic sees in 
these pictures what Dreiser most wanted in his writing: “At 
true sense of the pathetic . . . the ability to indict life 
with its own grossness, to charge it prophetically with its 
own meanness and cruelty in order that mayhap it may 
heal itself; the ability to see wherein is beauty—even in 
shame and pathos and degradation.” The keenness with 
which Dreiser dramatizes the issues in his debate makes us 
realize how much he may have been strengthened in his own 
resolves by his awareness of such vital allies among the new 
painters. 
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The novel as a whole contains unquestionably some of 
Dreiser’s worst writing. This resulted in part from his lack 
of detachment, and some of the scenes of tension with An¬ 
gela read like stock melodrama as scenes often do that are 
loosely recollected rather than transformed. Dell sensed 
something like this when he wrote: “There is passage after 
passage, incident after incident, in which you have got ev¬ 
erything but the soul of the action—something I have never 
known you before to miss.” Dreiser had been writing at 
headlong speed—TAe ‘‘Genius” was finished only a few 
months after The Titan, in the summer of 1914—and one 
sign of this is his repeating over and over the same few de¬ 
scriptive words. Just as Cowperwood was called “trig” far 
too often, so is Witla “subtle” and “artistic.” The worst ba¬ 
nalities are in the language of love. These no doubt sounded 
natural to Dreiser’s ears, as when Angela calls Wida 
“Honey-bun.” Her pet name for her sister is “Babyette.” 
“Say! that’s a dandy pet name,” says one of Witia’s friends, 
the painter Smite. John Cowper Powys, who thought 
highly of The “Genius” defended the way in which 
“people are permitted to say those things which they ac¬ 
tually do say in real life—things that make you blush and 
howl, so soaked in banality and ineptitude are they.” But 
any defense on such grounds soon breaks down; and it will 
not cover what are probably the most tasteless passages in 
all of Dreiser, those in which Wida addresses Suzanne: 
“Oh, Flower Face! Oh, Silver Feet! Oh, Myrtle Bloom!” 

The chief thing we have to remind ourselves of in con- 
necdon with The “Genius” is why it was an important book, 
not only for Powys but for Sherwood Anderson and Ran¬ 
dolph Bourne. The situadon in American literature was sdll 
substantially the same as it had been when Henry Adams 
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noted that except for Whitman no American artist “had 
ever insisted on the power of sex, as every classic had al¬ 
ways done.” Bourne commented on the crippling effect of 
this in his review of The “Genius,” and added: “Tliat M<. 
Dreiser is our only novelist who tries to plumb far below 
this conventional superstructure is his great distinction. 

. . . His hero is really not Sister Carrie or the Titan or thrt 
Genius, but that desire within us that pounds in manifold 
guise against the iron walls of experience.” 

What had been present in all Dreiser’s novels so far, but 
incidental to their main themes, engaged the center of hi s 
attention when he wrote The “Genius” in prolonged revo t 
against the doctrine of “one ufe, one love.” He was detei • 
mined to speak out, as he did again in his autobiographief, 
where he acknowledged sex as “the controlling and direct • 
ing force that it is.” When writing about Paul he said that 
he had never known anyone more interested in women 
“unless perchance it might be myself.” On the theme that 
life is “incurably varietistic and pluralistic in its tastes and 
emotions,” he went ahead to say that he had found it “al¬ 
most affectionately unavoidable to hold three, four—even 
as many as five and six—women in regard—at one and the 
same time.” This is the kind of behavior that later sociolog¬ 
ical study has confirmed to be very frequent in our rootless 
society, but it was not being voiced publicly when Dreiser 
first said it. In none of his accounts did he attempt to give 
a flattering picture of himself. He spoke of “all my defects 
of temper and temperament . . . my irritabilities and my 
sullen moods, as well as my inconsequential gaieties and in¬ 
stabilities of fancy and affection.” He referred to himself 
again and again as “changeful” and “uncertain.” Unlike 
Witla, who finally begot a child, Dreiser—on the testimony 
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of those best able to say—would seem to have been sterile. 
His continually restless desire to know more and more 
women may have been a product of basic insecurity, of an 
almost desperate need to keep on proving himself. 

As far as his work was concerned, he never managed to 
make a fully affecting expression of the passion that had 
consumed him. What we observed of the trilogy is true 
again in The ''''Genius^ Angela, though presented far too 
prolixly, is real in her disappointments and defects; but the 
others, and especially Suzanne—the ultimate in “the beauty 
of eighteen”—are abstract monsters of unreality. Dreiser 
seems to have paid the price for his promiscuity in a pro¬ 
gressive blunting of his sensibility. His Berenice Flemings 
and Suzanne Dales are his worst failures, stereotyped 
“ideals” with no more living differentiation than they 
would have had in the cheapest magazines. 

Nevertheless the historical need for The “Genius^' may be 
estimated by the storm that rose against it. In the summer 
of 1916, after the book had been out for nearly a year, the 
minister of a Baptist church in Cincinnati—who had been 
told about it by an unidentified person on the telephone- 
in turn informed the Western Society for the Prevention 
of Vice. This group promptly declared that the novel con¬ 
tained seventy-five “lewd” and seventeen “profane” pas¬ 
sages, and filed a complaint with the comparable society in 
New York, of which John S. Sumner was the secretary. 
His procedure, which has since become notorious, was to 
intimidate the publisher by threatening that, unless the 
book was immediately withdrawn from circulation, crim¬ 
inal charges would be brought. 

At this remove it is hardly necessary to go into the de¬ 
tailed story of the censorship beyond its significance for 
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Dreiser’s career and for the state of American literature. 
Dreiser had already encountered another threat of trouble 
over the publication of The Titan when Harper, after the 
book was already set up, decided not to issue it. Their rea-i 
son was not made explicit, but they seem suddenly to havf 
feared libel, or the pressure of financiers upon whose gooc! 
will they were dependent; and objections were raised ii 
particular by one member of the firm who was a friend ot 
the prototype of Berenice Fleming. Dreiser found another 
publisher, though only after Ncveral other rejections. Tht 
Titan was issued by the Ame rican representative of John 
Lane, and no trouble ensued. 

When the storm broke over The “Genius^'' Dreiser coult 
now fight back, as he had been in no position to do at tht 
time of Sister Carrie-, but this involved another great wasti 
of energy. Sumner declared that he was looking at the bool; 
“from the standpoint of its effect on female readers of im¬ 
mature mind.” The itemized list of “profanity” had noth¬ 
ing more to show than some very widely scattered “Gods” 
and “damns.” That of “lewdness” found its exhibits in such 
passages as the one in which Witla as a young art student 
was moved “by a great warm-tinted nude by Bouguereau”; 
in his kissing one of his girls on “her mouth and her neck”; 
in the remark that Angela and Witla, in their desperate ef¬ 
fort to bridge their differences, had flung themselves into 
excessive sexual “indulgence”—though the intent of this 
remark was to indicate what undermined their marriage. 

Mencken, whatever his dissatisfaction with The ‘‘^Genius” 
was at his most vigorous in championing Dreiser in this 
situation. He was tireless in circulating a protest to the ef¬ 
fect that “an attack by irresponsible and arbitrary persons 
upon an author of such manifest sincerity and such high 
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accomplishments must inevitably do great damage to die 
freedom of letters in the United States.” The eventual sig¬ 
natures to this protest reads almost like a roil call of the 
newly emerging talents of value, including—beyond Drei¬ 
ser’s own friends—Edwin Arlington Robinson, Willa 
Gather, Amy Lowell, Robert Frost, and Ezra Pound. Some 
of the older generation also subscribed, like E. W. Howe 
and Mary Wilkins Freeman, though Howells refused on the 
ground that he had not read The “Genius”; and many of 
the more respectable editorial and academic figures refused 
to become involved. But the real enemy was the new so¬ 
phisticate, as represented by Henry Sydnor Harrison, the 
then well-known author of Queed and F.F.’r Eyes, who 
began: “I cannot say whether The “Genius” is decent or in¬ 
decent until I have read it . . . something I am unable or 
unwilling to do.” He went on to say that since Dreiser 
held the philistines in contempt, he ought hardly to mind if 
the feeling was mutual, and that after all he could take 
satisfaction in “the distinguished example of Flaubert.” He 
concluded: “You see I am saying that it seems to me Mr. 
Dreiser has fared very well.” 

This has seemed worth quoting as a sample of the fancy 
talk that can always deflect attention from the seriousness 
of a struggle like Dreiser’s. Others hinted, as their succes¬ 
sors have in subsequent cases, that the whole suppression 
was “a piece of very shrewd advertising.” They overlooked 
the economic facts at the base of Dreiser’s situation. The 
total sales of Jennie Gerhardt and The Financier, which 
had gone the best, had not yet netted him much beyond 
five thousand dollars. He was not talking beside the point 
when he said in his own defense: “The rich strike the poor 
at every turn; the poor defend themselves and further their 
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lives by all the tricks which stark necessity can conceive. 
No inalienable right keeps the average cost of living from 
rising steadily while most of the salaries of our idealistic 
Americans are stationary. No inalienable right has C”er yet 
prevented the strong from either tricking or browbeating 
the weak. . . . Personally, my quarrel is with America^ 
quarrel with original thought. ’ 

Despite the protest, John Lane still did not dare risk sell^ 
ing the book. His firm agreed that Dreiser should bring 
suit in order that they might find out where they stood 
with the law. But when, after the usual delays, the case waj 
finally heard in the Appellate Court in 1918, the court de¬ 
clared that giving advisory judgments was not its function 
and that there was no real cast; before it since Sumner had 
only threatened and no crimin.1l action had been instigated. 
This took the matter back to where it had started, and The. 
^^Gemus" remained in the publisher’s warehouse for five 
years more. Then Horace Liveright ventured to bring it out. 
The climate of opinion had changed considerably by 1923, 
and the sale was not interfered with. 

Dreiser had played the most substantial part he could to 
effect this change by refusing to yield an inch, and by 
keeping up the attack in such essays as “Neurotic America 
and the Sex Impulse’’ and “Life, Art, and America.” Sher¬ 
wood Anderson read the latter in The Seven Arts and 
wrote: “It sets forth as nothing else I have ever read has set 
forth the complete and terrible fact of the wall, in the 
shadow of which American artists must work. To many 
of us here in America the one really hopeful note in our 
time is your own stout figure pounding at the wall. Our 
hats off to you. Captain.” He followed this up with an es¬ 
say in praise of Dreiser called “An Apology for Crudity,” 
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in which he dwelt on the necessity even of Dreiser’s pas¬ 
sages of brute ugliness if the real nature of contemporary 
America was to be captured. 

The suppression had at least served to let Dreiser know 
more completely where he stood with those he valued. By 
1915 he was settled in a small studio apartment on Tenth 
Street, and was seeing both the writers and the political 
thinkers who were then making Greenwich Village their 
center. Several of the most detailed descriptions of him 
date from this time when he was in the habit of asking peo¬ 
ple in for the evening. These parties often started off very 
stiffly, since Dreiser had no ready gifts as a host, and (as 
Dell reported) “no small talk except a few joshing silli¬ 
nesses.” Nearly everyone remarked on his inveterate habit 
of rocking moodily while he folded his handkerchief into 
the smallest possible square, and then unfolded it and be¬ 
gan again. Arthur Davison Ficke spoke of his “large labor¬ 
ing inexpressive face.” Others observed that when he 
laughed, he guffawed, and at those moments his eyes “ap¬ 
peared to glance anything but humor—rather depression, 
discouragement at mankind.” Only occasionaly did some¬ 
one note “the domed forehead . . . the curiously long, 
beautiful hands.” Ernest Boyd summed up his impression 
of Dreiser on these evenings: “Out of all those laborious 
platitudes on wealth and art and sex and economics, those 
proofs of technical helplessness in the art of writing, there 
emerged a picture of a man of unspoiled sensitiveness to the 
storm and stress of Nature, of an elemental energy and pas¬ 
sionate desire to understand.” 

Even before The ‘‘Genius'* was attacked, Dreiser’s admir¬ 
ers were speaking of him more and more frequently as “our 
greatest writer.” He was beginning to be in a position to 
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be of help to others, and was instrumental in finding a pub¬ 
lisher for the Spoon River Anthology and for Windy 
McPherson’s Son. Anderson had sent him his manuscript 
before they had ever met; and Masters wrote: “I wish you, 
would give me your opinion of these imagiste ventures into 
rural delineations of fate and sorrow.” Their common con-' 
cern with the fate that overwhelms men was what made the 
deepest bond between these tw o. In Dreiser’s view Masters 
became now the American pc et since Whitman. He was 
to admire Sandburg’s Chicago Poems, but never to feel in 
them the same depth. 

Masters wrote two poems :ibout Dreiser, and included 
one of them among the Spoon River figures as “Theodore, 
the Poet.” He spoke more inc isively in the other, calling 
Dreiser “Fearless, grim, compassionate and hateful,” “Dis¬ 
ordered, yet with a passion for order,” and “Self-mastered 
and beyond friendship.” Anderson summed up his impres¬ 
sion a few years later when dedicating Horses and Men to 
him. He said that Dreiser personified “something gray and 
bleak and hurtful, that has been in the world perhaps for¬ 
ever.” He also stated his great debt: “The prose writers in 
America who follow Dreiser will have much to do that he 
has never done. Their road is long but, because of him, 
those who follow will never have to face the road through 
the wilderness of Puritan denial, the road that Dreiser faced 
alone.” Dreiser and Anderson saw each other seldom, but 
they remained emotionally close. Dreiser spoke of Ander¬ 
son’s being essentially a poet in the tenderness of his best 
work, and told him that he had “a kindly and beautiful 
mind.” 

But Dreiser was often beyond friendship in his craggy, 
dour, and sometimes suspicious aloofness. The friend he 
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valued most steadily through the years was John Cowper 
Powys, who was frequently in America. Powys never lost 
his perception of a mysterious, even enigmatic, largeness in 
Dreiser’s personality; and he believed that this was revealed 
in his fiction through Dreiser’s way of giving the reader a 
sense not so much of individuals as of universal force, 
“the mass and weight of the stupendous life-tide.” In his 
review of The ^^Genius” Powys contended that “nobody in 
the Dreiser-world” is “protected” from this force, “nobody 
is so privileged. The great stream sweeps them all forward, 
sweeps them all away; and not they, but It, must be re¬ 
garded as the hero of the tale.” 

This widens out what Randolph Bourne felt, expressing 
the fullest range of Dreiser’s power as sensed by his con¬ 
temporaries. Dreiser added a few strokes of his own to the 
portrait we have been sketching of him in mid-career. He 
had said in A Traveler at Forty. “There is in me the spirit 
of a lonely child” that “cries when it is frightened; and 
then there is a coarse, vulgar exterior which fronts the 
world defiantly and bids all and sundry go to the devil.” 
Dorothy Dudley, who first met him in 1916, thought of 
him as essentially three men: the competitor, brusque and 
even bullying and cruel; the warm if intermittent com¬ 
panion; and the creative recluse. In A Hoosier Holiday, the 
account of a motor trip he took in the summer of 1915, the 
second of these was dominant. His curiosity was intensely 
alive as he revisited the places of his childhood. He was 
caught out of himself into a renewed fondness for people: 
“Dear, crude, asinine, illusioned Americans! How I love 
them!” He now could feel that notwithstanding all he 
could “sum up against America, it was actually better than 
Europe”—primarily through its zest. When he thought of 
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its cultural ignorances, to be sure, he wrote some passages 
in Menckenese and branded the society as one of “mush- 
heads and loons.” But his basic mood was one of satisfac¬ 
tion with “this tremendous bubbling Republic,” with this 
easy-paced land of the Middle West, even though he did; 
not think that it could survive in its illusions. This was hardly 
his habitual mood of social comment, but here he was the 
man who could say: “I have seen a great many things in 
my time, done a lot of dull ones, suffered intense shames, 
disgraces and privations, but .ill taken into account and 
notwithstanding, I would gladly be born again and do it 
all over, so much have I loved the life 1 have been permitted 
to live.” 
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I T IS hard to say how much the suppression of The 
“Genius” had to do with kei;ping Dreiser from complet¬ 
ing another novel for nearl v a decade. He already had 
plans for The Bulioark, whose ride was ironic inasmuch as 
the theme was the corroding and destructive effect of the 
world upon a late-nineteenth-ccntury Philadelphia Quaker 
and his family. But though this was announced for publica¬ 
tion in 1916, Dreiser soon discontinued work on it. By 
contrast with the years after Sister Carrie, however, this 
time he was in full pursuit of many other projects, several 
of which had developed before his trouble with the censors. 
Early in 1915 he applied to the New York Public Library 
for a study in which he could do some reading in chemistry 
and physics, a sign of the deepening interest in science that 
was to possess him for the rest of his life. He was also writ¬ 
ing some poems in free verse. His return to Indiana led him 
into planning a more detailed autobiography. But before 
this—in the spring of 1913, while still engaged on The Ti¬ 
tan—ht had written his first one-act play, “The Girl in 
the Coffin.” 

He had persisted in his earliest belief that the dramatic 
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form was the “most natural” for him, but his trying his 
hand at it now may have been stimulated by his contact 
with the Little Theater in Chicago. In the summer of 1914 
he was to write five of his other six short plays “of the 
Natural and the Supernatural,” and he added “Old Rag¬ 
picker” a year later. The one of these that comes closest 
to bearing out his conviction that he had a gift for this form, 
and one of the few to reach the stage, was “The Girl in 
the Coffin,” produced by the Washington Square Players. 
It pictures a labor organizer’s house at the time of a textile 
strike. The organizer, William Magnet, is badly shaken by 
the death of his daughter who, unmarried, has died of an 
abortion. He refuses to take any further part in the strike, 
though this is the night of the crucial meeting. Faced by 
the hard-bitten leader from the outside, John Ferguson, 
whom he has admired greatly, he still refuses, against ev¬ 
ery plea that his responsibility to his fellow workmen is 
beyond any personal sorrow. Then Ferguson says: “You 
are not the only man in this town tonight whose hopes are 
lying in a coffin,” and goes on to tell Magnet that he (Fer¬ 
guson) has lost the girl he loved, the girl he could not 
marry because he was badly married, the girl to whom he 
was not even faithful and yet whom he loved. His strong 
controlled final speech affirms how none the less he will 
keep on fighting with the men. At this Magnet quietly 
walks out, to the meeting. Ferguson follows, after going 
over to the coffin, for here—unknown to Magnet and to 
the audience until this moment—was the girl Ferguson had 
loved. The tension holds, and Masters was accurate in ob¬ 
serving: “There’s a naked horror, Greek in its starkness, 
of the cofim in the room. . . . What a passion of pity you 
have!” 
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Dreiser’s favorite among these plays was one of the “su¬ 
pernatural,” “Laughing Gas,” concerning which he wrote 
Mencken: “Supremely the best—personally I think the best 
thing I ever did.” But here he was badly mistaken. B?is ef¬ 
fort to dramatize the speculations of a famous physician, 
who, while anesthetized, believ’es that he is reaching be¬ 
yond the margins of consciousness, has hardly any sub¬ 
stance. The reason why Dreist r saw so much in it must 
have been that it was based on an experience of his own, 
which had deepened his sense of the mystery of the im¬ 
pinging cosmos. The other “supernatural” plays, no more 
substantial, remind us that he was throughout his life 
strongly haunted by premonitions and omens. “Old Rag¬ 
picker,” the starkest of the “natural” plays, presents a help¬ 
less old man, formerly well-to-do, picking about in garbage 
cans on a New York street; but it is hardly more than a 
genre sketch. 

In the fall of 1916, in the midst of the attack on The 
“Genius^' Dreiser undertook his one full-length play. The 
Hand of the Potter. The epigraph from Omar Khayyam, 
“What! did the Hand then of the Potter shake?” may seem 
very dated now. But for Dreiser it linked with his earliest 
image of an artist at work, the Indiana potter at his wheel. 
The idea that engaged him in this play is akin to the one 
he was to develop in An American Tragedy, that of a 
young man helpless before his impulses. Here he is Isadore 
Berchansky, the twenty-one-year-old son of impoverished 
lower East Side immigrant parents, “so badly composed 
chemically that he seems never to be of one mood,” with 
a deformed left shoulder that twitches continually, and 
with an uncontrollable attraction to young girls. He has 
only recendy finished two years in prison for one attack; 

• 177 * 




Theodore Dreiser 


but now, left alone in the tenement for a short time, he as¬ 
saults and then murders a neighbor’s child of eleven. Drei¬ 
ser apparently did not reckon at all with the difference be¬ 
tween tragic material and a pathological case history. He 
carried the play relentlessly to Isadore’s detection, with the 
most effectively built scene the one before the grand jury 
where the boy’s father, trying hopelessly to shield him, 
finally breaks down and confesses, insisting: “He could not 
help it. He is not right.” The boy himself, still hiding out, 
goes to his miserable suicide with the same refrain: “I 
couldn’t help it, could I? I didn’t make myself, did I?” 
Dreiser’s determination to establish the social Judgment 
that Isadore is sick rather than willfully guilty overlooked 
the cardinal fact that the destruction of the helplessly un¬ 
fit affords none of the struggle needed to involve an audi¬ 
ence’s sympathy. By the time he wrote An American 
Tragedy his brooding over the problem of justice and 
mercy had found a far more adequate chain of circum¬ 
stances. 

But he believed that in this play he had “touched the ex¬ 
posed nerve of life,” and Masters agreed in finding it “very 
powerful.” On the other hand, Mencken, to whom he also 
sent the manuscript, opened against it the strongest attack 
he could. He was thinking primarily of the effect its publi¬ 
cation would have upon the fight for The '‘Geniu^\ “Noth¬ 
ing is more abhorrent to the average man than sexual 
perversion. He would roar against it in the theater. . . . 
Resisting with justice the imbecilities of the Comstocks, 
you unconsciously fly to an extreme, and demand a degree 
of freedom that is obviously impossible. . . . Fully half 
of the signers of the Protest, painfully seduced into signing 
by all sorts of artifices, will demand that their names be 
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taken off. ... Its publication would lose you your own 
case, forfeit the respect of all intelligent persons, and make 
every man who has labored on the protest look like an ass.” 

Dreiser’s defense was upon what seemed to him far more 
basic grounds: “When you . . . tell me what I cart or can¬ 
not put on the stage, what the artistic or moral limitatiots 
of the stage are and what the American people will stan 1 
for, you may be well within your critical rights but m r 
answer is that I have more rospect for my own judgmei t 
in this matter than 1 have for yours. In other words yot r 
limitations are not mine. . . You write as if you thougl t 
I were entering on a defense of perversion. . . . If yo i 
would look at the title page you would see it labelled i 
tragedy. What has tragedy ever illuminated—unless it s 
the inscrutability of life and its forces and its accident;. 
. . . Tragedy is tragedy and I will go where I please fc r 
my subject. If I fail ridiculously in the execution let the 
public and the critics kick me out. They will anyhow. But 
so long as I have an adequate possession of my senses cur¬ 
rent convention will not dictate to me where I shall look 
for art. . . . My inner instincts and passions and pities are 
going to instruct me.” 

However misconceived and inadequate The Hand of the 
Potter, Dreiser’s “passions and pities” were the sources that 
kept his work alive. He had been aware for some time of 
his growing divergence from Mencken. He had written 
him the year before about The Smart Set: “Under you and 
Nathan the thing seems to have tamed down to a light 
non-disturbing period [ical] of persiflage and badinage. 
. . . Really the thing is too debonair, too Broadway-esque, 
too full of ‘josh’ and ‘kid,’ like a Broadway and 42 Street 
curb actor. Everything, apparently, is to be done with a 
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li^ht, aloof touch, which to me is good but like a diet of 
souffle.” He urged him to take a lead from Reedy or from 
The Masses (“There are splendid indictments to be drawn 
of a score of things right now”). He urged him also to 
print Masters and Vachel Lindsay and some translations 
of Chekhov instead of so much froth. 

Mencken was, of course, right in what he foresaw would 
happen to The Hand of the Totter. Dreiser could find no 
producer or publisher for it until Liveright took over all 
his work at the close of the First World War, and issued 
the play in 1919. A belated production by the Province- 
town Players in 1921 had no success. In the meantime Drei¬ 
ser was still not far from the threat of poverty. It had 
taken him over three years to place “The Lost Phoebe” 
(from 1912 to 1916), which has since been the most fre¬ 
quently reprinted of all his short stories. Yet, however un¬ 
certain their possibilities of publication, short pieces seemed 
to afford at this time his best chance to keep going. Free 
and Other Stories (1918) was his first collection, and the 
first of his books to be handled by Horace Liveright’s new 
firm, in the arrangement that was to prove for the next 
dozen years more profitable than any Dreiser had previ¬ 
ously known. 

Of the eleven stories that he now presented, four, as we 
know, dated back to the very beginning of his career. “The 
Lost Phoebe” is in a different vein from any of those. Lo¬ 
cated in the remote pre-industrial countryside which Drei¬ 
ser dealt with only rarely, it records the hallucination of 
an old man whose wife has died after their half-century of 
marriage. Out of his unendurable loneliness he persuades 
himself that she is not really dead, that she has left hiUi for 
being too querulous, but that he can find her and bring her 
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back. The spectral quality of his pursuit in the “sad greenish- 
white” moonlight is brought out by some of Dreiser’s most 
sensitive descriptions. The allegorical undertone is the mqst 
affecting in that the shining bird, latent in the wife’s name, 
is never directly mentioned. The story is Drewer’s most 
poetic, not at all sentimentalized but entirely tender, as t ie 
moon leads the old man, still calling his “Phoebe,” to liis 
death over a cliff where he is sure that he sees her belt w 
“among a silvery bed of apple trees.” 

The other very impressive story is “The Second Choia ,” 
more characteristic of Dreiver in the bleak bareness w th 
which it treats the situation of a working-class girl wl o, 
swept off her feet by the temporary attentions of a far 
more attractive man, has broken off her relations with t'le 
dull plodding clerk she was j^oing to marry. But as she fir ds 
herself in turn left behind, she knows that she must face 
what seems to be destined for her. She feels that her life is 
a failure, but Dreiser’s emphasis is on the way she picks up 
its old strands again, if with quiet desperation. 

In both these stories Dreiser had managed his own kind 
of unostentatious plot; but when he tried, in “Will You 
Walk Into My Parlor?”, the unexpected trick ending, so 
dear to the magazines, of the account of how a persistent 
girl finally contrived to frame a publicist during a political 
campaign, the result was dismally flat. Another way—the 
most fundamental way in which Dreiser could go wrong 
—is what vitiates the effect of the title-story. This consists 
of the thoughts of a sixty-year-old architect who has 
wanted to be free of his wife. But as he keeps ponderously 
asking, “Why had his life been so hard?”, pity has shifted 
into self-pity, and we cannot be greatly moved. This fail¬ 
ure points out again how important it was for Dreiser to 
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project his feelings away from himself, away from the 
purely subjective realm in which he could lose his sense 
of proportion, into objective solidity. 

Far more native to his gifts than contrived stories was 
the material he collected next, in Twelve Men (1919)- We 
have already looked at the most powerful of these sketches, 
since they constitute some of his most essential autobiog¬ 
raphy. They also possess his finest and most massive ob¬ 
jectivity, as he presents the men for themselves, not just in 
relation to himself. He thought of the later companion vol¬ 
ume, A Gallery of Women (1929), as far bolder. But once 
again his skills in differentiation deserted him when he tried 
to handle details that must have seemed to him more inti¬ 
mate, and none of those portraits have anything of the 
definitive likeness possessed by those of Paul or Peter 
McCord or Muldoon or Burke. 

In arranging this book, Dreiser put last one of his earli¬ 
est sketches, that of Louis Sontag, an illustrator whom he 
had known during his own first days in New York, and 
who had then died with all his ambitions unfulfilled. Drei¬ 
ser’s reason for this arrangement may well have been that 
it enabled him to end with a passage that could serve as an 
appropriate finale for the whole book, and that also at¬ 
tained the volume of feeling which he had striven for but 
never encompassed in his verse: “We toil so much, we 
dream so richly, we hasten so fast, and lo! the green door 
is opened. We are through it, and its grassy surface has 
sealed us for ever from all which apparently we so much 
crave—even as, breathlessly, we are still running.” 

A year later he published his first group of the philo¬ 
sophical essays that would thereafter occupy a larger and 
larger share of his attention. He called this book by the 
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deliberately incjcmgruous title, Hey-rub-a-dub-dub, as 
though to §ufgest the call of a circus barker. When asked 
what he^heant, he said: “Just that: That life-like the title 
. .wis without meaning and has no objective.” But his 
subtitle embodied his dominant theme: “A Book of the 
Mystery and Wonder and Terror of Life.” The opening es¬ 
say is his most condensed expression of attitudes that a 'e 
at the heart of all his novels. Once again he gave them a fi 
tional projection, alleging th.it they were “taken from tl le 
notes of the late John Paradiso.” This was the name »f 
Dreiser’s first employer in hi*; dish-washing job in Chicag ); 
but here he has placed him in New Jersey, in a poor neig i- 
borhood of Poles and Hungarians, just across the river fro n 
the great city upon which Dreiser had never ceased o 
brood. This closeness to and yet distance from the dreai is 
of success give the right setting for his reflections: “I a.Ti 
one of those curious persons who cannot make up tht^r 
minds about anything. ... I sit here and read and read, 
when I have time, wondering.” His thoughts are those we 
have found latent or expressed throughout Dreiser’s work. 
He does not pretend to “understand life,” though he likes 
it for all the fine dramatic spectacles it presents. He cannot 
see why people try to cling to fixed moral schemes. His 
observation and experience have led him “to believe that 
there is scarcely a so-called ‘sane,’ right, merciful, true, just 
solution to anything”; that everything is the prey of proc¬ 
esses that are “stark, relentless, brutal.” He can find noth¬ 
ing to assuage his “vaulting egotism,” and yet he perceives 
intermittently a cosmic beauty in nature, “all too frail per¬ 
haps against the endless drag toward nothingness, but still 
lovely and comforting.” 

This is not a philosophy, but only fragments of one, and 
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Dreiser himself was not to remain satisfied with it. It is sig¬ 
nificant that the phrase most frequently quoted from this 
essay to epitomize Dreiser’s approach to life—“My pride in 
a sturdy, passive acceptance of things”—is here most clearly 
realized in Vaclav Melka, a saloon keeper indifferent to 
everything outside his immediate sphere. Dreiser had often 
observed the apathy of the new American city dweller. 
When John Paradiso asked the man who ran the tobacco 
store on the corner what he thought about the Colorado 
mining troubles, he replied: “I never read de papers,” and 
added: “I doaned belong to no church. I doaned mix in no 
politics, neider.” Dreiser’s own openness to experience, 
whatever its dismaying confusions, would lead him far¬ 
ther into realms both of philosophy and of politics than he 
had yet ventured. 

This first book of essays included the one on “Change,” 
and his various pieces on our national character as revealed 
by the disproportion between our activities in business and 
in the arts. Most revelatory of the main direction his 
thought was to take during the..dext few years was “The 
Essential Tragedy of Life.'^’..Jle deemed this to consist in 
man’s consciousness of the immense forces beyond his con¬ 
trol, and of the basic fact that he does not use these forces, 
but is used by them. This would be the leading motive in 
his presentation of the tragedy of Clyde Griffiths. 

By the time his essays had come out Dreiser was in Cali¬ 
fornia, where he had gone to recover from the accident of 
being run down by an automobile in Columbus Circle. He 
lived in Los Angeles for three years, and formed there the 
most enduring relationship of his life. This was with Helen 
Richardson, a young actress, who had much of the gen¬ 
erosity and devotion of a Jennie Gerhardt. Since his wife 
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would not agree to a divorce, Dreiser and Helen were not 
able to marry until after Sallie’s death, which occurred in 
1942. 

Dreiser also made some new friendships in California, 
particularly with George Sterling and with the critic 
George Douglas. As usual, no matter where he was living, 
he was writing most of the time. The bulk of the stories co 
be included in Chains (1927) belong to these years, as do 
many of the sketches for A Gallery of Women. He alx) 
completed A Book about Myself (1922), which on bet ig 
reprinted in 1931 was called Newspaper Days, and c< 1 - 
lected his earlier sketches of New York in The Color o] a 
Great City (1923). This came out just after his return ea it. 
By then he had already written twenty chapters of a Ug 
novel he was calling Mirage. The reason for this title wot Id 
appear to lie in his statement that life is “a complete illusi )n 
or mirage which changes and so escapes and eludes one at 
every point.” 
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F or American fiction, the nineteen-twenties inaug i- 
rated a more flourisl.ing period than any Dreiser 
had previously known. Several of his near contei i- 
poraries were coming into their own with a wider publ c. 
His most devoted followers, especially Sherwood Andtr- 
son, were growing up around him. Among the many ntw 
talents which made this decade one of the richest in our 
literary history, both realists like Sinclair Lewis and nat¬ 
uralists like Dos Passos were conscious of how much Drei¬ 
ser had helped to prepare their way. It is more surprising 
to find Scott Fitzgerald saying, at the dawn of his own ca¬ 
reer: “I consider H. L. Mencken and Theodore Dreiser the 
greatest men living in the country today.” 

Dreiser took a varying and complex attitude towards the 
dominant mood of the ’twenties. He joined in their sweep¬ 
ing arraignment of the past and present inadequacies of 
American culture, and said flatly: “We are not an artistic 
nation. All we care about is to be rich and powerful.” But 
this conviction did not lead him, as it did so many younger 
artists, to flight and exile. The roots of his own life were- 
now inextricably intertwined with half a century of Amer- 
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ican experience, and, though he noted that much he had 
gone tlu:ough had been “inimical to mental freedom and 
artistic energy,” he still could declare America to be “as 
satisfying to me, as stimulating, I am sure, as Russia ever 
was to Tolstoy or Dostoevsky ... or France to Flaubert 
or de Maupassant.” 

These examples indicate his realization—out of a wider 
range of reference than he had previously possessed—that 
the artist’s adjustment to society is never likely to be easy. 
He was S3mipathetic with social protest, but reafiirmed his 
belief that the greatest writers “are not concerned with so¬ 
cial amelioration as an end or a motive. Rather their pur- 
pos^^is to present life in the round, good, bad, and indif- 
fetent, alike, without thought of change and without hope 
/of improvement. They paint the thing as it is, leaving 
change to nature or to others.” In an introduction to a new 
edition of Tono-Bungay he strongly preferred Wells the 
novelist to Wells the reformer. This preference was nat¬ 
urally colored by Dreiser’s own recurrent doubts of all ef¬ 
forts to order the world. “As I see him,” he stated again in 
this introduction, “man is much more led or pushed than 
he is leading or pushing.’!,. 

He admired the new fiction for the frankness of its rec¬ 
ord, yet in another twist of mood he saw a serious limita¬ 
tion in its lack of “exaltation.” He was also puzzled by the 
fact that so many of this next generation of realists wanted 
“to indict life, not picture it in its ordinary beauty. . . . 
''What is lacking in the ejJfjerience of these young writers 
;^to make them think there is no beauty?” By observing 
where Dreiser believed “beauty” and “exaltation” were 
now to be found, we may begin to* catch the tone of the 
long novel upon which he was at work and which he hoped 
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would provide what the decade was missing. Beauty did not 
exist for him in delicate or fragile isolation. He described 
his characteristic associations with it when he voiced his 
appreciation of the essays of Llewellyn Powys: “They are 
so serious, so pathetic, so—in the main—sombrt and so 
beautiful. They are so full of a genuine understanding of 
life and of a kind of sane sorrow because of the fact th it 
in general things are so necessitous, so hopeless, and so un¬ 
rewarded. And yet there is a courageous and hence iri- 
pressive joy in the amazing and ebullient beauty that in¬ 
forms the necessitous and inexplicable and unescapab e 
process which we know as living.” 

Beauty was to be seized at the heart of tragedy, as w is 
also exaltation: “If there are ill the chain cigar stores, cha n 
drug stores, haberdasheries, movie theatres, and big hoti Is 
in Manhattan to describe, hire are also Hell, Heaven, ai d 
Purgatory of the soul.” But contemporary writers, held too 
close by the details of surface description, “rarely climb any 
such heights as Dante climbed to look out over the tre¬ 
mendous waste of lives.” Dreiser had none of the firmness 
of vision to emulate even from afar The Divine Comedy. 
But he must have been conscious of the fact that he was 
summoning up all his resources when he changed the title 
of his novel from Mirage to An American Tragedy. In an 
interview in 1921, in which he looked back to his situation 
at the time of Sister Carrie, he revealed the point of view 
that was to be dominant in his treatment of Clyde Grif¬ 
fiths: J‘I never can and never want to bring myself to the 
place where I can ignore the sensitive and seeking individ¬ 
ual in his pitiful struggle with nature—with his enormous 
urges and his pathetic equipment.” 

Dreiser worked longer and more steadily upon this novel 
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than upon any of his others. This concentration was made 
possible by the fact that Liveright—who had now brought 
all his works together under one imprint and in 1923 had 
reissued The “GeTziwr”—was providing him with a four-thou- 
sand-dollar annual drawing account. He wrote, as always, 
with great uncertainty and difficulty. But he had chosen his 
subject deliberately,' and was sure that it was not only right 
for what he wanted to say, but also very typical of Amer¬ 
ican life. “When he had revisited Terre Haute in 1915, he 
had stayed at the same hotel to which his mother had once 
come looking for work. He recalled how his brother Rome 
used sometimes to put on the best clothes he had and idle 
outside the doorway with a toothpick in his mouth to give 
the impression that he had just dined there. Looking around 
the midnight grill, Dreiser watched those the community 
would call “our most successful men,” men “of a solfd, 
resonant, generative materiality. The flare of the cloth of 
their suits! The blaze of their skins and eyes! The hardy, 
animal implication of their eyes!” These were lesser Cow- 
perwoods, and Dreiser continued to be attracted by them. 

“But,” he went on, “what interested me more, and this 
was sad too, were the tribes and shoals of the incomplete, 
the botched, the semi-articulate, all hungry and helpless, 
who never get to come to a place like this at all—who yearn 
for a taste of this show and flare and never attain to the 
least taste of it.” These were the opposites of Cowperwood, 
of Dreiser’s American version of the surviving fittest. From 
these other ranks he was to pick Clyde Griffiths, but he 
would give him a taste of the wealth from which he was 
excluded, and the weak boy, more sensitive than most and 
thus more helpless, would be destroyed by it. 

In one sense, Dreiser was taking one of the stock legends 
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of American behavior and reversing its happy ending. After 
the novel’s appearance in 1925 he said: “The type of life 
that produced it has not changed. For years I have been ar¬ 
rested in stories and plays by the poor young man who 
marries tlie rich man’s daughter. I have had many letters 
from people who wrote: ‘Clyde Griffiths might have be m 
me. 

He was also writing a documentary novel, as he did in I lis 
study of the businessman. But here the core of his mater al 
was even more public—not the story of financial operatic is 
that a Yerkes would keep as hidden as he could, but wl it 
everybody was reading in the newspapers, indeed, t ie 
favorite drama of the American people: the story of a 
murder trial. After pondering several other cases he chc >e 
for his document the drowning of Grace Brown by Chest ir 
Gillette in Moose Lake, Herkimer County, New York, tn 
1906. Dreiser’s center of interest, to be sure, was not b 
crime and its detection, but in contemplating a victim of 
the contemporary American dream. Clyde Griffiths’ aspira¬ 
tions to rise in the world, to be a success as measured by 
money and social position, were those stimulated and sanc¬ 
tioned by twentieth-century capitalist society, and Dreiser 
instinctively moved his climax, without specifying any 
dates, into the showy period after the First World War. Be¬ 
fore the glittering possibility of marrying Sondra Finchley 
had flashed upon him, Clyde had become involved, out of his 
loneliness and repression, in an affair with the mill girl 
Roberta Alden. If he had had some money of his own; 
he might have handled the unlooked-for consequence— 
Roberta’s pregnancy—as the harder and more experienced 
young men of the social set knew how to. But Clyde was 
caught, and thrashed about m a hopeless effort to escape. 

• 191 • 




Theodore Dreiser 


What Dreiser studied was the sexual and social forces that 
overpowered Qyde and swept him before them until, see¬ 
ing no way out, in his shallow immaturity he finally plot¬ 
ted murder. Yet Roberta’s actual death was accidental, 
since the boat into which Qyde lured her upon the lake 
overturned at a moment when he had not willed it. The 
ultimate range of Dreiser’s theme thereby became the ter¬ 
rible and baffling problem of justice. 

His chief addition to his sources was his detailed presen¬ 
tation, in the first of the three books of his novel, of Qyde’s 
background. The Gillette family, though not wealthy, 
were not really poor. But Dreiser, in order to carry Qyde’s 
actions beyond the sphere of any merely temperamental 
aberration, immersed the Griffiths family in poverty as ex¬ 
treme as his own youth had known. As a result, Qyde’s 
world, from the time we first see him as a boy of twelve 
until his death, is portrayed with a more deliberate and 
more detailed thoroughness than that of any of Dreiser’s 
other characters. Dreiser shows him as always worked 
upon by his environment and circumstances, even to the 
point of being tempted to murder by coming across a news¬ 
paper account of a drowning. 

In the opening scene he is an unwilling participant in 
the street service conducted by his preacher father in con¬ 
nection with the itinerant Bible mission he runs. For this 
vague impractical father Dreiser drew in part upon Asa 
Q>nklin, his employer in his first job after his year at col¬ 
lege, who had been equally vague and impractical in his 
schemes for promoting real estate. The emotional center 
of the Griffiths family is Qyde’s mother, who buoys up her 
husband by her wholehearted if ignorant faith. But Clyde 
is from the start alien to their values. He observes that his 
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parents are forever proclaiming the care of God for all, and 
yet they are always “hard up”: “Plainly there was some¬ 
thing wrong somewhere.” Beginning in this fashion Dreiser 
makes a sustained contrast between the professed and the 
actual, as it strikes a boy who will have little regular edu¬ 
cation and no accurate training for anything. 

Each successive episode is designed by Dreiser .for its 
bearing upon Clyde’s final tragedy. For instance, his old !r 
sister Esta, as tired of the dreariness of their life as he is 
(“dreary” is one of the recurrent key words here), ru is 
away with a lover. In spite of his parents’ grief, Clyde, no v 
in his adolescence, cannot see that “her going was such a 
calamity, not from the goir,^ point of view at any rate ” 
Then she is deserted and a >mes back, and Clyde reflet ts 
that this is typical of everything that happens in the far i- 
ily, of their repeated rhythm of failure. But as she bears 
her illegitimate child, Clyde cannot share in the stock emo¬ 
tion of blaming the whole affair upon the seducer. His con¬ 
fused mixture of feelings foreshadows what they will be in 
his own affair with Roberta. 

The section of this first book that has been praised most 
often is where Dreiser evokes the splendor for which Clyde 
longs by making him a bell-hop in the Green-Davidson in 
Kansas City. The vast luxury hotel is a peculiarly fitting 
symbol for the glamour and the waste of the modem Amer¬ 
ican city, as Henry James had observed in The American 
Scene. Dreiser’s way of conveying its spell over Clyde is 
one of the most matured examples of his method. He is 
more detached than when he wrote Sister Carrie. He can 
now judge as “gauche” all the senseless overfurnishing 
which is “without the saving grace of either simplicity or 
necessity.” But his richly stored memory can create to the 

* 193 • 




Theodore Dreiser 


full Clyde’s own amazement and awe at “this perfectly 
marvellous-marvellous realm.” Dreiser is so sympathetically 
involved with how everything here would strike Clyde’s 
starved imagination that he can take us through the routine 
of a bell-hop’s day as though, once again, it were somet’ning 
out of The Arabian Nights. The downpour of small change 
into his hand “seemed fantastic, Aladdinish really.” Dreiser 
can make us feel what Clyde feels, even through the trite 
image Clyde uses when complimenting his first girl friend 
Hortense: “ ‘An’ your eyes are just like soft, black velvet,’ 
he persisted eagerly. ‘They’re wonderful.’ He was thinking 
of an alcove in the Green-Davidson hung with black vel¬ 
vet.” 

But the main reason why Dreiser can make us feel 
touched by Clyde’s feelings is that he is aware of how pa¬ 
thetic they really are. For Clyde this hotel is the actual 
' world in contrast with his family’s shakily based ideal. But 
Dreiser, with a firmness of balance he had never quite pos¬ 
sessed before, can let us sense at the same .time how hope¬ 
lessly wrong Clyde is in believing that these surroundings 
mark “a social superiority almost unbelievable.” Dreiser ob¬ 
serves that here was the “most dangerous” environment for 
the boy’s temperament that could have been found. He was 
so “insanely eager for all the pleasures which he imagined 
he saw swirling around him.” His “none-too-discerning” 
mind could so easily be convinced that the chief end of life 
was having and spending money. 

This first book ends with Clyde’s initial disaster. A car in 
which he is riding with a group of the other bell-hops and 
their girls runs down a child; and Clyde, knowing that the 
scandal will cost him his job, decides to skip out of town. 
We see him next three years later, twenty now and very 
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cautious, working at the Union League Club in Chicago. 
Here by chance he encounters the uncle whom he had en¬ 
visaged distantly as a “kind of Croesus,” Samuel Griffiths, 
a collar manufacturer of Lycurgus, New York. He is favor¬ 
ably impressed by Clyde’s quiet good looks, and, feeling 
also some compunction over his previous neglect of lis 
brother’s family, he listens to the young man’s request tl lat 
he be given an opportunity to make his way in the mill. Ti he 
shift to an upstate New York town of twenty-five th( u- 
sand affords Dreiser another sphere in which to demonstr te 
how completely he has worked out the details of the wo Id 
in which he has placed Clyde. 

He has studied once again the gradations of the econor lic 
and social scale. Though secretly somewhat awed by i he 
bigger men he meets in Chit ago, in Lycurgus Samuel Gi if- 
fiths is at the top. The self-made founder of his own busi¬ 
ness, he already represents a degree of solid conservatism 
not yet attained by the families of even newer enterprises, 
such as the Finchley Electric Sweepers. Dreiser also makes 
a telling contrast between Mr. Griffiths, who is in general 
tolerant and forbearing, and his son Gilbert, who is self- 
centered, vain, and meanly arrogant. This is the same kind of 
difference Dreiser noted in Jennie Gerhardt between Archi¬ 
bald and Robert Kane. Eisenstein, whose script for a picture 
based on An American Tragedy was not what Paramount 
wanted, seized upon the significance of the contrast. He saw 
that in Mr. Griffiths “there still prevails the patriarchal dem¬ 
ocratic spirit of the fathers, who have not forgotten how 
they themselves came to the town in rags to make their for¬ 
tunes. The succeeding generation is already approximat¬ 
ing to a money aristocracy; and in this connection it is inter¬ 
esting to note the difference in attitude towards Clyde 
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adopted by his uncle and his cousin respectively.” Mr. Grif¬ 
fiths takes it for granted that Clyde should have his chance; 
Gilbert regards him as an interloper who should be kept 
out of their inner circle. 

Another telling contrast, which occupies Qyde’s thoughts 
through most of the long second book, is between Roberta 
and Sondra. Roberta is like Qyde in that her whole youth 
has been grounded in poverty. She has come from her 
father’s farm to work in the mill, afilicted by the same 
“virus of ambition and unrest” that afflicts Clyde. Until 
she meets him she still feels herself terribly alone. And when 
he, as the foreman of the shop in which she is working, be¬ 
gins to show an interest in her, she looks up to him as some¬ 
one far outside her sphere. This is one of Dreiser’s most ef¬ 
fective strokes in pointing out the successive rungs of 
insecurity. For Clyde at this moment is aware that he has 
not really been accepted by Sondra’s family and that he 
stands firmly nowhere. 

The developing relationship betwen them, entered upon 
with misgivings by both, is handled with Dreiser’s greatest 
tenderness. He knows how, in their first happiness together, 
they will feel at the Starlight Amusement Park “a kind of 
ecstasy all out of proportion to the fragile, gimcrack scene.” 
He is equally in possession of Roberta’s whole state of mind 
from her first deep sense of guilt at yielding herself to 
Clyde to her agonized realization that she can no longer 
hold him. The crisis when she discovers that she is going to 
have a baby, and when Clyde tries in vain to find a doctor 
who will perform an abortion, is regarded by Dreiser as 
“an illustration of the enormous handicaps imposed by 
ignorance, youth, poverty and fear.” Dreiser knows 
Roberta thoroughly, and Clyde’s vision of her “steady, ac- 
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cusing, horrified, innocent blue eyes” is likely to remain 
with the reader as long as anything in the novel. 

The contrast with Sondra Finchley is revelatory in more 
ways than Dreiser seems to have meant it to be. From the 
first moment Clyde sees her with his cousins, she appears 
to him “as smart and vain and sweet a girl” as he has ev^r. 
laid eyes on. These curiously mixed adjectives suggest th-: 
quality of the social group in which she is at the center, i 
faster-moving and more stylish grpup than is quite approvei f 
by the rather conservative Griffiths. Clyde reads about he" 
avidly in the society columns until she decides one day t • 
take him up “as a lark,” partly because she realizes ho\»' 
much this will irritate his cousin Gilbert. At this point 
Clyde determines to break otf with Roberta, only to dis • 
cover that it is already too late. Sondra soon realizes that 
she is really attracted by Clyde. She is flattered at first bj' 
his doglike devotion, but gradually responds to an intensity 
in him beyond that of the college boys she is used to. But 
what Clyde finds in his “baby-talking girl” is what Dreiser 
never manages to convey to us concretely. 

Here is the clearest-cut instance of what we have noted 
recurrently in Dreiser’s portrayal of women. He was able 
to give reality to the kind he had known when he was 
young. But as soon as he reached above a certain point in 
the social scale, the details seem superficial and the total ef¬ 
fect false. By the mid-nineteen-twenties he had doubtless 
known many flappers like Sondra, but he still could not make 
them actual. We therefore have here a strangely double 
effect. We know what Sondra symbolizes for Clyde, but 
it is as though we were looking at her from a distance, 
through the language of the society columns or the eyes 
of the outsider who does not really understand her. In part 
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this may have been what Dreiser intended. When Qyde 
attempts to explain at the end the overwhelming fascination 
Sondra exercised over him, he says: “She seemed to know 
more than anyone else I ever knew.” We have had no evi¬ 
dence of her knowing anything beyond the silliest prattle, 
and there is the sad irony of Qyde’s having been so de¬ 
luded. But Dreiser’s presentation of Sondra is not primarily 
satirical. He was trying to suggest the social set in its ani¬ 
mation as well as its superficiality, and for this he had none 
of the equipment that was second nature to Scott Fitz¬ 
gerald. Both words and tune seem wrong this time, and not 
merely when Sondra coos: “Cantum be happy out here wis 
Sonda and all these nicey good-baddies?” When Gilbert 
says, “Spin the big news, Dad,” or one of the college boys 
asks, “Did you hear who is being touted for stroke next 
year over at Cornell?” we have no illusion that we are 
listening to possible talk. 

The third book, consisting entirely of the trial and its 
aftermath, raises the chief questions about structure. Drei¬ 
ser devotes over a hundred- thousand words to the account 
of the trial itself, from the first introduction of the local 
coroner, leafing through a mail-order catalogue when the 
telephone rings, to the verdict of guilty. Here the novel 
becomes documentary in the most literal sense. Many of the 
lawyers’ speeches are based very closely upon what was 
actually said, and even Roberta’s pathetic letters to Clyde, 
which become the most affecting evidence against him, of¬ 
ten reproduce almost verbatim those of Grace Brown. The 
question, as in all such matters, is what Dreiser made of his 
sources, and here opinion has been very divided. For some 
readers interest breaks down under the sheer weight of de¬ 
tails; for others the exhaustiveness of Dreiser’s treatment is 
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what builds up to an eflFect of final authority. Eisenstein, for 
instance, admired the whole novel for being “as broad and 
shoreless as the Hudson ... as immense as life itself,” and 
regarded it in its total structure as an “epic of cotmic ve* 
racity and objectivity.” 

It is certainly the most carefully planned of all Dreiser’s 
novels, and though its movemc nt is slow, it advances magis¬ 
terially from beginning to end. He made use of a simple bui 
effective “framing” device to s- aggest the bounds of Clyde’s, 
world, virtually duplicating h s opening and closing chap¬ 
ters. In each he takes us into t:ie deep canyon of a big citj 
on a languorous summer nighr, and shows us the Griffiths 
family group lifting their voii^es in song “against the vasi 
scepticism and apathy of life.' He could hardly have pro¬ 
duced a more concentrated impression of the overpower¬ 
ing and dwarfing metropolitan desert—of “such walls,” aj 
he remarks parenthetically, “as in time may linger as a mere 
fable.” They are no fable here. They are the stone and steel 
of Kansas City at the beginning, and of San Francisco at 
the end. But at the end Clyde’s place has been taken by 
Esta’s boy, now eight years old. 

Dreiser also introduced a few more developed devices of 
foreshadowing than he had tried before. For example, when 
Clyde first meets Roberta outside the factory, he invites her 
out in an amusement park boat, and she asks “Will it be 
perfectly safe?” Thus is she launched upon the utter in¬ 
security of her relationship with him which will end only 
when, at a far more distant and deserted spot, she will step 
down into the boat of her death. A comparable way of 
causing us to look back to the start is the parting gift to 
Clyde from another man in the death house, a lawyer who, 
though a refined intellectual in looks and manner, has been 
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convicted of poisoning an old man of great wealth. He 
leaves Clyde “his copy of The Arabian Nights. 

But such thematic devices are still spame in Dreiser’s 
method, and he depends for his dramatic effects primarily 
’ upon the kind of bare contrasts he had used in Sister Carrie. 
One of the strongest of these also bears out how, despite 
the great length of this novel, many of the individual scenes 
are very compact. In a chapter of only three pages he af¬ 
fords us two glimpses, first by Roberta of Clyde’s world, 
and then by him of hers. Anguished now by the thought 
that he is going to desert her, Roberta comes along Central 
Avenue to see him standing beside the car of one of Sondra’s 
friends, and the girl “affectedly posed at the wheel” is for 
Roberta “an epitome of all the security, luxury, and free¬ 
dom from responsibility” which are enticing Clyde away. 
Put side by side with this is Clyde, riding with his new 
friends, and getting out of the car to ask directions at a 
farmhouse. He momentarily stops short in his tracks, and 
Sondra calls, “What’s the matter, Clyde? Afraid of the 
bow-wow?” He has read the name on the mailbox, Titus 
Alden, and here in this dilapidated and miserable house, and 
in the threadbare and beaten figure of the man who he 
knows must be Roberta’s father, he sees the typification of 
everything that he has most wanted to escape, and that now 
seems to be extending “its gloomy, poverty-stricken arms” 
to seize him once more. In both these glimpses, incidentally, 
clothes still play a central symbolical role. 

When one moves from smaller to larger scenes, one gets 
an increasing sense of the righmess of Dreiser’s over-all pro¬ 
portions. The quality of spacing is what makes most mem¬ 
orable a kind of effect he had not attempted before, the 
suggestion of the remoteness from human contact of the 
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lake to which Qyde lures Roberta. He evokes the desolate¬ 
ness of the spot partly by the very slowness with which he 
takes the two from their secret meeting in Utica to a pleas¬ 
ant resort, and then to a more remote one, and then to Big 
Bittern. To heighten its unearthly quality he draws also 
upon the language of fantasy. Clyde has been compelled 
here as though “some Giant Efrit” had sprung up in hi s 
brain. The water itself is “like a huge, black pearl cast b/ 
some mighty hand, in anger possibly.” Some of these detail s 
may seem stock in themselves but their cumulative effect 
is to remove Clyde farther and farther from his chatte l 
paths of ordinary reality, to numb his mind to the poir t 
where Roberta becomes to him “an almost nebulous figure ’ 
in “an insubstantial rowboat upon a purely ideational lake. ’ 
In this way Dreiser builds up our acceptance of the invo) - 
untary nature of the caitastrophe. 

But the large questions still remain: wherein is this novtl 
particularly American, and wherein is it a tragedy? Ten 
years after the book’s appearance, when a boy named Rob¬ 
ert Edwards killed a girl in circumstances running closely 
parallel to those Dreiser had treated, he was asked to be a 
special reporter at the trial. He also wrote how he had first 
reached the conclusion that he had found in such a case “the 
real American tragedy.” He went back to his newspaper 
days when he had begun to observe the consuming passion 
of his time to be the desire for wealth. He recalled how, 
furthermore, “pride and show, and even waste, were 
flaunted in a new and still fairly virgin land—in the face of 
poverty and want not on the part df those who would not 
work, but the poverty and want of those who were all too 
eager to work, and almost on any terms.” In the light of 
such facts he had come to believe that the case of Qyde 
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Griffiths was a typical result of the fierce competitive spirit. 
He now reaffirmed how not only typical but also approved 
by all the standard mores was Clyde’s longing to rise. 

In the novel itself he had made other generalizations 
about America. In dwelling upon Clyde’s and Roberta’s 
ignorant lack of preparation for life, he had observed how 
both their families in their unthinking narrow mo'ralism 
were “excellent examples of that native type of American¬ 
ism which resists facts and reveres illusion.” Incidentally, he 
introduced a new source to which such a boy and girl 
would turn for their standards of judgment and taste. Clyde, 
casting around for any means to escape Roberta, recalls a 
fake wedding he had seen in a movie. Roberta, looking for¬ 
ward to their marriage, is pathetically determined to have 
the same kind of taffeta afternoon dress that a screen hero¬ 
ine has worn. 

In studying the lines of demarcation and stratification in 
Lycurgus, Dreiser is aware that they are hardly peculiar to 
America, but he wants to give his particular American facts 
to the full, and even notes—though it is not central to his 
purpose—how the native girls in the factory hold themselves 
aloof from the foreign-bom. In his documentation of the 
trial he emphasizes how the question of Clyde’s guilt or 
innocence becomes a mere incident in the struggle between 
rival politicians. The Republican District Attorney is also 
currently a candidate for Judge, so it is natural for Clyde’s 
Democratic lawyers to oppose him by every means they 
can. 

Many other such details could be cited. European observ¬ 
ers were to comment upon the restlessness and uprootedness 
of Clyde’s life in contrast to the more fixed patterns that 
still prevailed among them, as also upon the absence of any 
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traditional culture even in the upper class. But Dreiser’s cen¬ 
tral thought in putting the word American into his title was 
the overwhelming lure of money-values in our society, more 
nakedly apparent than in older and more compley social 
structures. And just as the flame was more bright and com¬ 
pelling, so were its victims drawn to it more helplessly. 

But are such victims figures for tragedy? There has 
hardly ever been a more unhcroic hero than Clyde, and 
Dreiser did everything he couLl not to build him up. He is 
good-looking, to be sure, with his black hair and white skin 
and nice smile, and with a wistfully appealing quality that 
makes him superficially attractive—indeed, not unlike a 
minor movie hero. But Dreiser keeps repeating that he is 
essentially selfish, with no steailily deep feelings for others, 
and with no serious consideration for Roberta in her trou¬ 
ble. Dreiser tells us near the beginning that Clyde, over- 
impressed by every sign of wealth, revealed “a soul that was 
not destined to grow up.” As he moves into the final debate 
with himself over what to do about Roberta, his weak and 
scattered mind is never able to face the real facts. He shows 
no trace of greater maturity at this time of crisis. 

As Clyde plots murder in spite of himself, Dreiser goes 
to the opposite extreme from the writer of a detective story. 
Everything that Clyde does is so inept that he is discovered 
at once. He plans nothing straight and leaves every kind of 
clue in his wake, even letters in the trunk at his rooming 
house that spell out the whole situation. These he had kept 
out of “an insane desire” for anything that showed “a kind¬ 
ness, a tenderness toward him.” No wonder the prosecution 
regards him as possessing only “the most feeble and blun¬ 
dering incapacity.” And he is hardly more than a puppet in 
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his own attome)^’ hands as he sits listening to the line of 
defense in which they coach him. They know that they can 
do nothing with the unlikely truth of the accidental killing 
without dressing it up. They present him as “a mental and 
moral coward,” who underwent “a change of heart” to¬ 
wards Roberta, and decided to marry her after all. He re¬ 
cites this lie by rote. The charged hostility of the unbeliev¬ 
ing courtroom is relieved by “the solemn vengeful voice” 
of a woodsman: “Why don’t they kill the God-damned 
bastard and be done with him?” 

Yet Dreiser does not mean us to share in this judgment, 
and we do not, despite the immense problem he faced in 
creating any sympathy for such a pawn. Earlier American 
writers had dealt with the theme of young men driven to 
murder by forces stronger than themselves, but their em¬ 
phases had been very different. Hawthorne’s Donatello, in 
boyish devotion to Miriam, acted in sudden unthinking 
frenzy to free her from the sinister figure who shadowed 
her. Melville’s Billy Budd, horrified by the falseness of the 
accusation that he had been plotting mutiny, hit out in¬ 
stinctively, and (as Captain Vere said) it is as though Clag- 
gart were “struck dead by an angel of God.” James’s Hya¬ 
cinth Robinson, caught between the conflicting claims of 
his devotion to the Princess Casamassima and the commands 
of the political underground to perform a revolutionary 
murder, cannot support the tension, and chooses suicide in¬ 
stead. In each case the study is one of essential innocence, 
and the weakness of a Hyacinth Robinson is not enough to 
interfere with our feeling for him. 

But Dreiser had gone farther even than Melville in his 
questioning of free will. In presenting Clyde he gave the 
most complete illustration of his belief that “the essential 
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tragedy of life” is that man is “a waif and an interloper in 
Nature,” which desires only “to work through him,” and 
that he has “no power to make his own way.” He can lead 
us to respond to Qyde’s situation only to the extent that 
we follow the defense attorney’s description of hiiri as “a 
mental and moral coward” into the further statement: “Not 
that I am condemning you for anything that you cannot 
help. After all, you didn’t make yourself, did you?” This is 
the same expression Dreiser ha«l used m The Hand of the 
Potter. One of Clyde’s last fumbling reflections in the death 
house returns again to the essential point: “Would no one 
ever understand—or give him credit for his human—if all 
too human and perhaps wrong hungers—yet from which so 
many others—along with himself suffered?” Powys said of 
Dreiser: “No man I ever met is so sympathetic with weak¬ 
ness.” A crucial element in our final estimate of this novel 
is how far he can enable us to participate in his com¬ 
passion. 

He has deprived himself of many of the most powerful 
attributes of traditional tragedy. Rejecting the nineteenth- 
century myth of the free individual, which his experience 
has proved to him to be false, he has now gone to the oppo¬ 
site pole in portraying an individual without any purposive 
will. He has decided that a situation like Clyde’s was far 
more widely typical of America than one like Cowper- 
wood’s. But if in a sense Cowperwood was above tragedy, 
Clyde is below it, since there can be no real drama without 
conflict. In Pierre Melville had made his most devastating 
critique of optimistic individualism. But caught by his own 
despair he had also presented a young character so domi¬ 
nated by fate that we do not have the catharsis that can 
come only out of some mature struggle against doom. 
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Dreiser is not despairing in An American Tragedy. He is 
writing with objective detachment. But as is the case in 
most of O’Neill’s plays, he sees man so exclusively as the 
overwhelmed victim that we feel hardly any of the crisis 
of moral guilt that is also at the heart of the tragic experi¬ 
ence. 

But in considering the final effect of the novel we must 
not fail to reckon with the several chapters after the trial. 
For here, as he deals with the long months of waiting in the 
brutal death house, he makes a detailed study of the reli¬ 
gious appeals held out to Clyde by his mother and by a 
young evangelistic minister. Dreiser describes Mrs. Grif¬ 
fiths as “a figure out of the early Biblical days of her six- 
thousand-year-old world,” and really conveys her as such 
in her square-shouldered if anguished trust in her son, even 
after his conviction, and in her unwavering if defeated ef¬ 
fort to secure his pardon. It may come as more of a surprise 
that Dreiser speaks of the Reverend Mr. McMillan as a 
present-day Saint Bernard or Savonarola: “a strange, strong, 
tense, confused, merciful,-and too, after his fashion beauti¬ 
ful soul; sorrowing with misery, yearning toward an impos¬ 
sible justice.” 

Here the qualifications that clog the prose are also a chief 
source of Dreiser’s strength. To a greater extent even than 
in his earlier books he was determined to hold on with un¬ 
relaxed tenacity until he had given the full record, and he 
did not want his own unbelief to reduce his preacher to a 
satirized stereotype. The effect of the Reverend Mr. McMil¬ 
lan’s efforts to bring consolation to Clyde is, to be sure, 
ironic. For as he gains the young man’s confidence and 
hears his whole story, he comes to the saddened conclusion 
that, though Clyde may be technically innocent on legal 
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grounds, his-whole tangled train of thoughts and actions' 
makes him deeply guilty in the eyes of God. But he does 
not turn against Clyde, but labors to bring him to contri¬ 
tion and conversion. He thinks that he has succeeded. But 
though Clyde, under his prompting, signs a statement to 
that effect, as he walks to the electric chair he is not at all 
sure that he really believes. Nor has there been any of the 
final recognition of his destiny that frees a Hamlet or a 
Raskolnikov. Clyde is still a cor lered animal. 

The street scene of the epilo gue, paralleling that of the 
prologue, makes some small but: important thematic addi¬ 
tions. The father, who has playe.l such a dim part in Clyde’s 
life, looks even more ineffectual than before. The mother 
is still the one figure in the group who radiates a preserving 
if blind trust in divine providence, but her face is now 
“seamed with lines of misery.” When her little grandson, 
“unsoiled and unspoiled and uncomprehending”—and pay¬ 
ing no attention to the service—asks her for a dime to buy 
an ice-cream cone, she gives it to him thinking of Clyde, 
thinking that she must be “more liberal” with this boy, and 
not try to restrain him too much. But essentially she has 
learned nothing, and the whole course of events might easily 
be repeated. We feel “the vast scepticism and apathy of 
life” with greatly increased pressure. Dreiser has not shaped 
a tragedy in any of the traditional uses of the term, and yet 
he has written out of a profoundly tragic sense of man’s 
fate. He has made us hear, with more and more cumulative 
power, the “disastrous beating” of the Furies’ wings. 

This distinction between tragedy and a tragic sense was 
not made by the reader who saw this novel most nearly 
with Dreiser’s own eyes. Clarence Darrow read it with 
complete intensity, moved most by Dreiser’s “fanatical de- 
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votion to truth,” and he felt at the end that he had been 
“gripped in the hands” of such “a master of tragedy . . . 
as the world has seldom known.” He also said: “Of course 
my philosophy is practically the same as yours.” This kin¬ 
ship between Dreiser and Darrow may help us to define a 
litde more thoroughly what it was that An American Trag- 
edy brought to articulation out of our life, and what its 
significance is in the drift of our cultural history. 

The philosophy that these two men shared had, of course, 
been Darrow’s before it was Dreiser’s. He was fourteen 
years the senior, also a product of the Middle West, where 
he likewise experienced poverty and inferior schooling. But 
his father was the village agnostic of Kinsman, Ohio, well 
read in Jefferson, Voltaire, and Paine. By the time there¬ 
fore that Darrow managed to have a year in the Michigan 
Law School, his mind was already grounded in a firm ra¬ 
tionalism such as Dreiser never knew. One of his major 
experiences was reading Altgeld’s Our Penal Code and Its 
Victims (1884), with its compelling demonstration that the 
poor man does not receive equal justice. The connecting 
strand in all his various defenses that brought him to na¬ 
tional prominence was his conviction that the criminal is 
hot a free agent. 

Darrow’s final views, as expressed in The Story of My 
Life (1932), are extraordinarily akin to the burden of An 
American Tragedy. They bear out from a different angle 
why minds growing to maturity in the late nineteenth 
century felt such a break with earlier American tradition. 
Faced with the gross inequalities of Chicago financial life, 
Darrow came to doubt the doctrine of natural rights ex¬ 
pressed by his father’s eighteenth-century philosophers. He 
was to go much farther than^tfiat in casting off all tradi- 
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donal sanctions, and to regard any belief in a purposive uni¬ 
verse as mere delusion. Like Dreiser he could only brood 
upon the “meaninglessness” of existence. 

And yet, no matter how far-reaching his scepticism, like 
Dreiser he preserved a core of deeply humane values. His 
chief concern was the same as that in An American Trag¬ 
edy: society’s immense fallibility in arriving at justice. He 
considered crime as a sickness to be cured. When he devel¬ 
oped his theory of how the cure might be effected, he again 
voiced some of Dreiser’s most pervasive thoughts: “Most 
men and women are haunted by poverty, and all are help¬ 
less in the clutch of a relentless fate. . . . To prevent bur¬ 
glary the cause must be removed; it can never be done in 
any other way.” 

In regarding the victims of the law he too quoted the line 
about “the hand of the potter.” His most condensed conclu¬ 
sion could have served as an epigraph for Dreiser’s treat¬ 
ment of Clyde: “I have always felt sympathy for all living 
things. ... I have judged none, and therefore condemned 
none. I believe that I have excused all who are forced to 
live awhile upon the earth. I am satisfied that they have 
done their best with what they had.” 

This close correspondence between the values of the two 
men makes us more aware of how representative these val¬ 
ues are of their times, more aware too of why Dreiser held 
them. He viewed a society in which the equality whereon 
alone democratic justice might be based had been destroyed 
by the oligarchy of wealth. At this point he was not think¬ 
ing in political terms; he entertained no ideas of hoty Clyde’s 
world might be changed; he only contemplated it with som¬ 
ber resignation. Contemplating for ourselves the extreme to 
which both Darrow and Dreiser had gone in their scepd- 
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cism, we are faced with the grave question of how long 
positive values can endure only as the aftershine of some¬ 
thing that has been lost. Dreiser began to sense this as the 
Wenties moved into the ’thirties, and he was caught up far 
more directly into political thinking than he had ever been 
before. 

In the meantime An American Tragedy was his first im¬ 
mediate popular success, with a sale of twenty-five thou¬ 
sand in its initial six months, which still left it far below 
the ranks of a best seller. It was banned only in Boston. 
Mencken, who no longer needed to be Dreiser’s champion, 
summed up the consensus of favorable opinion when he 
said; “Dreiser can feel, and, feeling, he can move. The 
others are very skillful with words.” Wells agreed with 
Bennett that here was “one of the greatest novels of this 
century. It is a far more than life-size rendering of a poor 
little representative corner of American existence, lighted 
up by a flash of miserable tragedy. ... It gets the large, 
harsh superficial truth that it has to tell with a force that 
no grammatical precision and no correctitude could attain.” 
The word “superficial” is important to note, particularly as 
coming from a European. The shallowness of a Clyde pre¬ 
vents his history from ever reaching the transfiguration that 
Dostoevsky dwells upon in the closing pages of Crime and 
Punishment. 

But the thoroughness of Dreiser’s treatment, the realiza¬ 
tion we have at the end that his mind has moved inexhausti- 
, bly, relentlessly over every relevant detail raises the book to 
ithe stature that made Joseph Wood Krutch speak of it as 
“the great American novel of our generation.” There were 
still many dissenting voices. Clyde’s whole experience was 
too undifferentiated, too unilluminated to compel the atten- 
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tion of some readers already habiwated to the masterpieces 
of the modem psychological novel. But for young men 
growing up in the ’twenties and ’thirties here was a basic 
account of the world to which they were exposed. 
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D reiser was now affluent for the first time in his 
writing career. After the moving-picture rights n > 
An American Tragedy had been arranged, h-: 
moved into a duplex apartment on West 57th Street, and 
also bought a country place near Mt. Kisco overlooking 
Croton Lake. Bystanders began to note his new flashy 
clothes as he strolled down Broadway from the Ansonia 
twirling a slender cane or with a Russian wolfhound in 
leash. George Jean Nathan was amused by his “Caribbean 
blue shirts, vanilla ice-cream socks, and pea-green bow ties.” 
It began to look as though his later years might run paral¬ 
lel to those of Arnold Bennett, as though with success he 
might accept the commercial world on its own terms. 

But this appearance was deceptive inasmuch as the next 
work he turned to was the arrangement of a volume of his 
poems. He had been writing these off and on for a decade 
and thought of them as “lyrical philosophy.” He said that 
he had found this mode of expression “out of a mystic des¬ 
pair.” His conception of both his content and his form is 
indicated by his title Moods Cadenced and Declaimed. But 
^ words were not exact enough to suggest a speaking 
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voice, and even less than Sherwood Anderson did he have a 
control over free verse that could give its loose patterns any 
of the weight of his prose. This does not lessen the impor¬ 
tance of these poems for Dreiser himself, as an instrument 
in keeping his spirit alive. 

In the year after American Tragedy he also '\yrote 
one of his most powerful short stories, “Typhoon,” as a 
kind of companion piece. Here the deserted girl, Ida Zobel, 
threatens to kill her lover, and the pistol goes off inadvert¬ 
ently and does kill him. She is let off by the jury after her 
baby is bom. But she cannot live with the fact that she 
brought about Ed’s death—cruel and bratal though he had 
been in his refusal to marry her—so she drowns herself in 
King Lake Park, the scene of their first coming together. 
Dreiser’s chief reason for so deliberately retracing old 
ground is voiced in some sentences near the end which de¬ 
clare how the world is too “busy, strident, indifferent, mat¬ 
ter-of-fact” to pay heed to the inner meaning of tragedies. 
The other and somewhat less notable stories that he now 
collected in Chains also give point to this title in that they 
all illustrate some overpowering force, some love or hate or 
fear, inhibition, jealousy, or greed that has chained its pro¬ 
tagonist to his fate. 

I With the leisure now to travel, Dreiser branched out into 
nW interests and accepted the kind of invitation which the 
Soviet Union frequently gave in the nineteen-twenties 
through its Bureau of Cultural Relations, an invitation to 
visit Russia and see for himself what the country was doing. 
At the end of 1927 he spent three months there. Though 
he was very suspicious at first, he found that he could move 
around unhindered. The book he wrote about this experi¬ 
ence, Dreiser Looks at Russia, is no more penetrating than 
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those by other first visitors to a country of which they do 
not know the language; it is significant only in the light it 
casts on Dreiser himself. 

Just the year before he made this trip he enunc’ated 
again what he had said so often, that he had “no theories” 
about “the solution of economic and political problems.” 
The opening sentence of his book affirmed: am an incor¬ 
rigible individualist—therefore t‘pposed to Communism.^) 
He found many things in Russia to object to. He liked cen- 
s orship there no better than at home, and noted wryly the 
tendency toward a smiling official version of life—which he 
said was what had prevented Stanislavski from producing 
Patrick Kearney’s dramatization of An Aimrican Tragedy, 
the censors having declared it “too grim.’\Jn a chapter on 
“The Tyranny of Communism” he noted “the inescapable 
atmosphere of espionage and mental as well as social regula¬ 
tion which now pervades every part of that great land. The 
prying. The watching.” And he made his severest criticism 
when he continued: “If one’s offense or alleged offense 
chances to be political, or worse, anti-communistic—real 
hope of a fair and impartial trial is slight.”^ 

Like a number of other travelers at th£tt time, however, 
Dreiser was deeply impressed by the release of so much 
hitherto untapped energy, by the confident belief he en¬ 
countered on the pwt of many Russians that they could 
build a new world/lt is not surprising that one thing he 
said he would “nevehforget” was “that via Communism, or 
collective or paternalistic care of everybody—it is pos¬ 
sible to remove the dreadful sense of social misery . 
which has so afflicted me in my own life in America and 
ever since I have been old enough to know what social 
misery was.” 
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A book so divided in its judgments was destined to please 
nobody. Soviet critics saw in him the limitations of the 
bourgeois writer, but he got into worse trouble with the 
New York reporters on his return. With them he raised 
the question of why there should be breadlines in a country 
of America’s resources, and added that on those grounds at 
least, “between the free and uncontrolled grafting we face 
here daUy and a regulated accumulation centered in the 
Government, I prefer the Russian system.” 

Yet shortly after his return he was to write in “My City” 
a prose and verse celebration of New York for possessing, 
in spite of all its brutal contrasts, a compelling vitality be¬ 
yond all the other cities of the world. A couple of years 
later he had changed his mind, had come to think of New 
York as “sinister,” “a handsome woman with a cruel 
mouth.” Conditions had become much worse, he said, than 
when he had pictured Hurstwood. 

What had just intervened was the beginning of the long 
depression. Dreiser, having motored across the United States 
in the spring and early summer of 1930, entered at that time 
on a basic change in his views about the country and his 
own relation to it. Politics became a central interest for him, 
as it had not been before; and it was to continue so for the 
remaining fifteen years of his life. For this reason we should 
turn back to his earlier views and examine their evolution. 
The course of his political opinions was by no means al¬ 
ways coherent, and it was often very unpopular. But these 
opinions are an integral part of his career, an integral part 
also of the recent American record; and it is important that 
they should be understood even by those who reject them. 

He ultimately traveled a long distance from the views 
that had crystallized for him after his first reading of Spen- 
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cer. Then, as we have seen, he believed that the doctrine of 
the Survival of the Fittest articulated the primary law of 
American behavior by making clear how the rich few had 
in the post-Civil War years shackled almost unbre^able 
controls over the many. In the light of that rapid and fierce 
development, he held that any effectual democracy was a 
lost dream, a part of the copy-book world he had been 
taught at school that did not squ ire at all with the facts. 

He took refuge at first in his own version of Spencer’s 
theory of existence as an equilibrium between forces, “in 
a healthy swinging of the pendulum of life and time to and 
fro between the rich and the poor.” But he could not per¬ 
suade himself that the two sides were at all matched, and 
the disparity between them appeared to be widening. As a 
writer he could hold to the proposition that “without con¬ 
trast there is no life,” and he was always fascinated by this 
contrast as a dramatic spectacle. But as a citizen he began 
to feel more and more lost. In spite of all the talk about “the 
brotherhood of man and the freedom and independence of 
the individual,” when he went through any of our big cities 
and saw the crippling of so many lives in the tenements 
and slums he could not accept any of the traditional slo¬ 
gans. He came to speak of “the profound delusion of equal¬ 
ity under democracy,” and virtually to mock at those who 
were innocent enough to believe in it. From here it was 
only a step to mocking at the mass itself for being so supine 
before its enslavers. From that step Dreiser was saved, as 
Mencken (say) was not, by his feeling of deep involve¬ 
ment with the poor from whom he had come. 

But his education in political possibilities and responsi¬ 
bilities was very slow. We may recall that at the outset, as 
a young man eager to get on, he had been too much ab- 
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sorbed in the drama of individuals, with what he called “the 
poetry of life,” to pay much attention to what he dismissed 
as “such minor things as politics.” He was quite ready to 
grant in Newspaper Days that he had been completely self- 
centered: “I was ready to accept socialism if by that I could 
get what I wanted, while not ready to admit that all people 
were as deserving as I by any means.” 

This oflf-hand remark points up the fact that he had 
shown no active concern with the political radicalism that 
might have conditioned his youth. Though he had come out 
of Debs’s Indiana, he seemed hardly aware of it; and, once he 
had moved on to New York, that awareness did not grow. 
After having been one of the submerged himself, he in¬ 
clined during his editorial years to less exacting issues. 
When, for instance, the typographers’ union worked for 
recognition at Butterick’s, he was hardly more than luke¬ 
warm. In 1912 he revealed no more vital interest in the 
Progressives than he had taken eariier in the Populists— 
partly the result of his deep disillusionment over the possi¬ 
bility of their accomplishing anything. Beyond this, the 
creator of Cowperwood stated to an interviewer that he 
was “not a propagandist” in any cause. “Reform has a tend¬ 
ency to put all but the biggest temperaments in a cocksure 
intellectual attitude—and that attitude puts one terribly out 
of harmony with the great underlying life forces. The gods 
take their revenge on the cocksure.” The degree of his dis¬ 
trust of reformers at this time was such as to make him even 
somewhat suspicious of Sandburg’s poems because of the 
socialist attitudes behind them. During his years in Green¬ 
wich Village he was acquainted with Emma Goldman and 
Bill Haywood and Lincoln Stevens; but his own preoccu¬ 
pation remained with revolutionary ideas, not with revolu- 
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tionary politics. Like many other intellectuals of the time 
he was opposed to our becoming involved in the European 
war, partly out of his deep-seated distrust of “the despicable 
British aristocracy,” partly also out of a residue of truculent 
sympathy with his own native stock. 

Only with the postwar period did he begin to demon¬ 
strate any active interest in national elections. In 1920 h< 
wrote: “This fall, if I vote, I vote for Debs.” His support 
was tentative, to be sure, on somewhat the same ground 
that led him to vote for Lal'ollette four years later—hi 
growing belief that the monopolists must be opposed.^u' 
he could still say: “I don’t c:tre a damn about the masses 
It^ the individual that concerns me.’^ 
during the remainder of tht ’twenti^ he still shied awa] 
from commitment to any spec ific programs, out of his pre 
vailing doubt whether, though many things were wrong; 
with society, anything effective could be done to change 
thenpBut after his long trip across the country at the time 
of Its economic collapse, he felt as though a new stage in 
his education had begun. He was soon to speak, as he had 
not previously done, of “the obligations of the individual 
to the organized society from which he derives.” He also 
said, in the winter of 1931: “The time is ripe for Ameri¬ 
can intellectuals to render some service to the American 


worker.” He was actively engaging in the Tom Mooney 
case, as he had not done in that of Sacco and Vanzetti; but 
he commented now on the general indifference that had 
met the efforts to obtain a new trial for the Italian an¬ 


archists. As he set himself to writing Tragic America, a 
book of economic and social comment, he must have been 
aware of the widening of his title from An American 
Tragedy. 
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This period of re-educarion was also one of many per¬ 
sonal difficttlries. He had completed Dawn, at which he had 
worked off and on for years, and in going back again over 
his early career, up through his arrival in New York, he 
was struck by differences in the world that faced him now: 
“It’s much worse to-:day, and I ought to know. Then I was 
one of the starving myself, and yet I felt something adven¬ 
turous and exciting about New York, about the whole 
country; if not for me, then for others luckier than me. 
There was a hope for individuals. To-day I have plenty to 
live on, and I see no hope anywhere.” 

Within a year his own margin of financial security would 
be wiped out by the failure of Liveright’s firm. Even before 
that, he had quarreled bitterly with Liveright over the ques¬ 
tion of royalties on the moving picture of An American 
Tragedy. The making of this picture became a detailed il¬ 
lustration of how, as he now believed, the world of finance 
capital operated to crush human life. Lasky, who had 
bought the rights shortly after the novel’s,appearance, had 
then shied from presenting such a frank portrayal to the 
censored moving-picture public, and for some years had 
delayed doing anything about it. Then followed the episode 
of Eisenstein’s rejected scenario—for which, as the Russian 
director said, Dreiser fought “like a gray-haired lion.” The 
film finally completed in 1931 seemed to Dreiser, and to 
many other writers and critics to whom he appealed, to rob 
the story of any trace of “the inscrutable ways of life and 
chance,” and to faU utterly to show how guilty society it¬ 
self was; what was left was the shallowest kind of sex- 
murder film. Dreiser brought suit to prevent its being 
shown, even though he knew that he had no chance of 
succeeding. 


220 



Dreisefs Politics 


His temper was at its most intransigent during that win¬ 
ter. When at a public dinner Sinclair Lewis accused him of 
having plagiarized from Dorothy Thompson’s book on Rus¬ 
sia, Dreiser slapped his face. Dreiser’s version of the issu^ 
(which Miss Thompson has never contradicted) is that the 
two had been in the Soviet Union at the same time, talking' 
to the same people and to each other, and reading many of 
the same Soviet pamphlets. But the real issue was lost sigh 
of in the notoriety given to the slapping. As Dreiser ap 
proached his sixtieth birthday, instead of being honored b) 
the press for his contribution to our letters, he was mos' 
often presented as a ludicrous grotesque. 

His house at Mt. Kisco having burned down, he felt mori 
uprooted and solitary than ever. Fortunately, his undimin 
ished curiosity about what was happening in the world db 
tracted him from his own pro[)lems. To gather material foi 
his book he investigated conditions in Passaic and Paterson, 
and in the early summer he visited the mines in the Pitts¬ 
burgh area. By then, as was the case with so many other 
Americans at the depth of the depression, his politics had 
gone through a rapid evolution. Though he joined no party 
He declared himself sympathetic with the general aims of 
communism, and agreed in particular with many of the 
views of William Z. Foster, another son of immigrants who 
had grown up in the midst of poverty; but he also declared 
that the main object of his exposure of conditions was to 
persuade America to take steps that would stave off revo¬ 
lution. 

It should be remarked at once that Dreiser had no real 
gifts as a pamphleteer. The kind of documentation that 
served him well for the broad effects of fiction was too 
imprecise for detailed economic analysis, and betrayed him 
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into many errors of fact. Tragic America had few favorable 
reviews, even on the left. The 'New Masses said that he 
failed to grasp the principles of Marxism; and Norman 
Thomas, believing him to be too much influenced by com¬ 
munist thought, said that the book was importMt only be¬ 
cause a man of Dreiser’s stature had written it. But Dreiser’s 
leading ideas are not dependent upon the detailed mastery 
of his material, and they alone need concern us in our ac¬ 
count of the evolution of his thought. He was still more 
indebted to Gustavus Myers than he was to Marx. When he 
had first read Myers he had drawn on him in his business 
novels for evidence of “the almost hopeless nature of de¬ 
mocracy.” He had paid little heed to the socialist faith that 
had motivated Myers’s investigations into our rapacious 
capitalism. But now he was far closer to that position. He 
was also drawing on such conservative analyses as that made 
by the Wickersham Committee, appointed by President 
Hoover, which stated that Americai had by now “created 
the widest spread between the extremes of wealth and pov¬ 
erty existing in the whole w6rld.” 

Many of the economic conditions pointed out by Dreiser 
in this book, which he first thought of calling A New Deal 
for America, were shortly to be tackled by the Roosevelt ad¬ 
ministration. But the basic fact that he had now learned was 
the destructiveness of that uncurbed individualism which 


had formerly fascinated him in a Cowperwood. The most 
crucial change in his thought was on the question of equal¬ 
ity. At the time of The Titan he ha^^ummed up what had 
long been his domins^stand: '‘^Tne idea that all men are 
created equal is onpvf the fundamental errors of our system 
of govemmegt^J^ut now, seeking a description of himself 


as outside any party, he saMJje was “an Equitist.” He had 
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come to realize, as he had not done before, that the funda¬ 
mental point was not that men differ widely in their abili¬ 
ties, but that they “should have equal ^nsideration, not 
merely equal rights, before the 

He was no longer willing to accept the theory that the 
present system was “the work of sheer fate.” For this sys¬ 
tem seemed to be breaking down on every hand, and now 
at last he felt a renewal of faith iu “the masses, from whom 
much good has already come ami will come in the future.” 
He was not at all sure that the ^Vmerican people, who had 
often struck him as apathetic, C'luld be awakened to seize 
upon their precarious opportunit /; but he had mastered the 
primary truth that there could no real political freedom 
without the removal of our vast economic inequalities. 

For the rest of his life Dreiser fought on every possible 
occasion to implement this truth.^is first significant act 
was to accept in the spring of 1931 the chairmanship of the 
National Committee for the Defense of Political Prisoners^ 
of which Lincoln Steffens was treasurer. The first case with 
which the Committee had to deal was that of the “Scotts- 
boro boys.” Shortly after finishing Tragic America he 
joined a group to investigate the terrorizing of the union 
organizers among the coal miners in Harlan County, Ken¬ 
tucky. It is hardly necessary to itemize here all the other 
causes with which he was connected. He was wrong-headed 
on many issues. He contradicted himself many times. As a 
speaker he was often angry, and sometimes given to over¬ 
bearing tirades. Yet the main drift of his thought is unmis¬ 
takable, and he took that thought with seriousness and 
responsibility. 

The newspapers quite naturally played up how local 
Kentucky patriots had propped toothpicks against the door 
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of Dreiser’s hotel bedroom, and then—finding the next 
morning that these were still in place—declared that he had 
been sleeping with his secretary. What was read by far 
fewer people was “Individualism and the Jungle,” the essay 
that grew out of his observing the operation of the mines. 
He was even firmer than before on “the immense injury 
which property in America” had continued to inflict upon 
labor, adding that the poor man had become more and more 
“an Ishmael in the land.” He condensed (as he had not done 
before) his objections to the uncurbed individual who is 
free to impose his rapacious will on others. He was ready 
now to urge on every hand the need to co-operate “for a 
better and more equitable order.” 

He pursued this goal by a course very much his own. 
In 1932 he voted for Foster, because “capitalism has failed 
as a system of government”; but he resigned from various 
committees when he decided that they were controlled by 
Communists, and said, “I am not an exact Marxian by any 
means.” He also devoted a good deal of time to working for 
unity among the various groups on the left, knowing that 
otherwise they could only prove ineffectual. In 1934 he 
supported Upton Sinclair in his campaign for governor of 
California and praised him for recognizing fully “that the 
Capitalistic machine that got under way at the close of our 
idealistic Civil War” has “run its course and ended.” Dreiser 
knew now beyond question that he was himself a Socialist, 
though he added: “Whether . . . Socialism in a modified 
form is ever permanently possible in America is another 
question. It is an ideal, and, as an ideal, enlists the enthusias¬ 
tic support of millions, among whom I count myself one.” 

But he grew into a humane socialist philosophy largely 
through fighting within hiihself the most destructive prej- 
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udice of our time, and-Semitism. It is typical of the truc¬ 
ulence of Dreiser’s thought that he got engaged at all in 
a controversy on this explosive quesdon: typical of his 
dogged veracity that, once engaged, he did not apempt t» 
extricate himself by any smooth palliadon of what he had 
said. 

The unfortunate starting point was an essay in Thi 
American Spectator, of which sophisticated periodical Dre - 
ser was an uneasy editor for a couple of years until h s 
resignadon in 1934. This essiy was cast as a conversado 1 
among the editors—Nathan, Boyd, Cabell, O’Neill, an 1 
Dreiser himself. It was Bo\d who suggested that thev 
should discuss the Jews, and 1 )reiser led off with the prop< - 
sition that “the world’s quarrel with the Jew is not that t e 
is inferior, but that he is superior.” He went on to cite d e 
enormous cultural contributions made by the Jews in the 
two hundred years during which most of the bans agaiast 
them had been removed, whereas Nathan voiced a some¬ 
what lower estimate of this contribution. The chief point 
of the conversation—again advanced by Dreiser—was that 
the Jews should establish a nation of their own. 

The most offensive quality in the essay was its casualness 
of tone at a time—1933—when Hitler’s advent was making 
and-Semitism such a serious issue. Disturbed by this tone, 
Hutchins Hapgood wrote Dreiser asking him to clear up his 
posirion. In reply Dreiser revealed how deeply he had dis¬ 
liked the Jewish lawyers and businessmen with whom he 
had had to deal in his frustrating batde with Hollywood. 
He generalized from this experience, though casting his re¬ 
marks objecdvely: “If you listen to Jews discuss Jews, you 
will find that they are money-minded, very pagan, very 
sharp in pracrice.” He also cited a query by the Pennsyl- 
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vania Bar Association as to whether Jewish lawyers have 
“the fine integrity” endorsed by other lawyers. When 
in 1935 Hapgood printed this interchange, controversy 
raged. 

A group from the New Masses who interviewed Dreiser 
were not at all satisfied. He seemed to take the whole inatter 
too lightly, to rest upon: “I am an individual. I have a right 
to say what I please.” Only slowly and “with the greatest 
hesitation” did he come to see more of the contradictions 
in his position, and to say: “Of course I make a distinction 
between the classes . . . between the Jewish worker and 
the Jewish exploiter. Everybody knows that I am anti- 
Capitalist. I identify the interests of the Jewish worker with 
the interests of all other workers. ... I have no hatred for 
the Jew and nothing to do with Hitler or fascism.” His 
interviewers still felt that he had a long way to go if he was 
to maintain his place “as a fighter for human liberty.” The 
Nation hoped that he would see “the gross error of his 
ways,” and not turn “traitor to intelligence” as Gerhart 
Hauptmann had done in Germany. 

Dreiser followed the pack of intelligence, but, as in all 
matters, at his own gait. A year later he added: “I never 
said that as a race (in its entirety) I wholly disliked and 
distrusted them. I have paid my compliments to very, very 
many, and still do. ... I admit that my attitude is in part 
emotional. I have said I have had a certain kind of typical 
experience with Jews, especially in practical matters, and 
of unvarying consistency. ... At a time like this, when 
social unrest, nationalism, jingoism, etc. are so rampant, an 
attitude like mine might in some group, somewhere, lead to 
a pogrom, to social persecution of the very cruelest and 
bitterest nature. Yet this is decidedly what I do not want.” 
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But not until 1939 had he purified his thought to the point 
of speaking out forthrightly against the “barbarism” of the 
Nazis, against “social torture of any group, or race, or sect 
for reasons of difference in appearance or creed or custom.” 
To this he added that only collective action can ever stamp 
out “the inequities and iniquitievs”; his prejudice had at last 
yielded to the strength of his new devotion to equalitarian- 
ism. In 1944, in a special OWI broadcast directed toward 
the German people, Dreiser spc'ke of the “thousands upon 
thousands of helpless and often heroic Jews.” 

The gradual clarification of Dreiser’s position affords an¬ 
other instance of his slow but impressive re-education as a 
man moving from his sixties into his seventies. It should 
already be apparent that he did not give much time to fic¬ 
tion during these years, thougfi he wrote enough uncol¬ 
lected stories to make up another volume. These do not add 
a great deal to what he had already undertaken, though one 
or two deal with new aspects of poverty in the depression. 
Like Whitman in his old age, Dreiser was finding it harder 
and harder to complete a work. He had started tentatively 
again on The Bulwark when he was asked in the summer of 
1938 to attend a peace conference in Paris, and to go to 
Spain in order that on his return he might help to rally 
public opinion for the Loyalists. It might be said that he 
had allowed himself to be distracted from his proper sphere; 
but he no longer felt that his primary obligation was to fic¬ 
tion. He was impelled to do whatever he could to cope with 
the issues of the immediate world. 

He was caught up and overtaken by the speed of events, 
and his next book, America Is Worth Saving (1940), is an 
expression of views that did not prevail—the left wing’s 
views on why the United States should not become in- 
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volved in the war. In 1936 he had voted for Roosevelt, and 
after his return from Spain he had had a sympathetic ex¬ 
change of letters with the President on what could be done 
for the relief of the sufferers in that country’s civil war. 
But his admiration for Roosevelt as one of our few great 
presidents began to change as a consequence of Roosevelt’s 
foreign policy. For what had never changed in Dreiser was 
his violent distrust of the British Empire. The book in 
which he tried to state his case is hardly more than com¬ 
piled, ghost-written in part, the hurried work of a publicist 
dealing often in fulmination and harangue. Its only residue 
of value is the passages revealing his further re-education in 
the potentialities of American democracy. He speaks of 
himself now as a revolutionary, fighting against the con¬ 
tinued disproportion between wealth and poverty, but as a 
revolutionary with an American vocabulary. Looking back 
over our history he affirms that we have what we need in 
“those marvellous national documents of ours,” the Decla¬ 
ration of Independence and the Constitution; that the revo¬ 
lution of our time is to implement these more effectively in 
economic and not merely political terms. When he declares 
that “the good is social good,” he cites as witnesses Whit¬ 
man, Henry George, and Bellamy. 

In spite of all the severe tensions of our life, of all the 
things that were wrong with America, Dreiser can assure 
himself that “there is still so much that is right, that there 
lives on in the American people a spirit which is separate 
from and greater than any of the official acts and statements 
of America,” a spirit that is resilient, independent, and yet 
kindly, with a saving salt of humor and scepticism. This 
formulation is a reminder that Dreiser was not always grim. 
He had written in 1937 an essay called “Democracy of the 
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Funnybone” in which he said that our attitude that “no one 
is sacred,” that everything can be laughed at, was one of 
our strongest bulwarks against dictators. This was the 
Dreiser who was a longtime admirer of Mack Sennet?;, and 
a friend, in his later years, of Charlie Chaplin. 

With the German attack upon Russia, Dreiser’s attitude 
towards the war changed. In a conversation with Dos Pas- 
sos in 1938 about the Soviet Union he had said: “I have 
begun to think that maybe it won’t be any better than any¬ 
thing else.” But in the light of the Russians’ defense against 
Nazi Germany he knew that he stood with them, in a way 
that his blind hatred of the British Empire had prevented 
him from standing with the English. In spite of all the limi¬ 
tations and shortcomings of the Soviet Union, he still be¬ 
lieved that “the dawn is in the 1 ast .” It is hardly necessary 
to add at this point tEatnehad no very close knowledge of 
Soviet politics, that he was on much solider ground, say, in 
his tribute to Gorki as one “incapable of compromise with 
his deepest feelings, tremendously moved by what he saw 
in life. The grandeur of his temperament made him the 
artist and revolutionary he was.” 

Many of the words of this tribute might be applied to 
Dreiser himself. Without Gorki’s gift for language, his basic 
theme had been similar: the terrible privations of poverty 
—though the circumstances of Gorki’s early life as one of 
the dispossessed in Czarist Russia were far more brutal than 
anything that Dreiser had experienced. 

Few words of tribute came Dreiser’s way at the time of 
his seventieth birthday in 1941, and even after our entry 
into the war his radical stand was still not popular. But he 
felt at this time a renewed closeness with old friends like 
John Cowper Powys and Edgar Lee Masters. As Powys 
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put it in a letter to Masters: “You and D, we three who are 
closer than lovers with exactly the same amount of rever¬ 
ence and affection.” Art Young, whose political battles in 
The Masses had antedated Dreiser’s by many years, declared 
a strong sense of solidarity with him. He began to be 
warmly interested also in several younger writers, particu¬ 
larly Farrell, Odets, Steinbeck, and Richard Wright. 

As the war went on, he felt less compulsion to engage in 
political activity and was often appalled by the endless 
bloodshed. He tried now to resume his fiction, but found 
his creative energies depleted, and was for several months 
in a state of serious depression. The future did not look at 
all clear, and he was not sure whether civilization might not 
go under. Yet when Mencken wrote him with his accus¬ 
tomed jauntiness in the spring of 1943; “What precisely are 
your ideas about the current crusade to save humanity?” he 
experienced a resurgence of conviction as he answered; “I 
do not know what can save humanity, unless it is the amaz¬ 
ing Creative force which has brought ‘humanity’ along with 
its entire environment into being.” As he continued, his 
mind went back over earlier stages of his career: “I, myself, 
have cursed life and gone down to the East River from a 
$1.50 a week room in Brooklyn to quit. My pride and anger 
would not let me continue, as I thought . . . 

“You see, Mencken, unlike yourself I am biased. I was 
bom poor. For a time, in November and December, once, 
I went without shoes. I saw my beloved mother suffer from 
want—even worry and wring her hands in misery. And for 
that reason, perhaps—let it be what it will—I, regardless of 
whom or what, am for a social system that can and will do 
better than that for its members—those who try, however 
humbly—and more, wish to learn how to help themselves, 
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but are none-the-less defeated by the trickeries” of those 
“who believe that money . . . distinguishes them above 
all others.” 

This brings us back to the central issue that naotivated 
Dreiser’s politics. In the feverish period leading up to the 
war he often seemed only to be echoing the Communis: 
position without adequate investigation of his own, ofteii 
seemed very close to one of the worst danger points of ou: 
time—an unqualified acceptance of mass force for the goO' 1 
it can theoretically do. He moved away from this danger 
point as his meditations on the nature of equality deepenec^ 
as he realized that equality meant the equality of individu • 
als co-operating to create the only effective freedom. H<5 
would no longer say that he was for either the individus I 
or the mass. His belief connaued to grow that a societ/ 
which would do justice to both could be built only throug t 
socialism. In a letter to Madame Chiang Kai-shek in the 
summer of 1944, urging Chinese co-operation with the 
^oviet Union as well as with the United States, he said; 
J'While America may appear to be the one glamorous, vic¬ 
torious and free country to the other nations of the world, 
we, here, stand in danger every moment of our lives of being 
completely dominated financially by the Capitalistic few at 
the top—about 5 %—who, even now, control 95% of the 
wealth. The only thing that keeps us seemingly progressive 
is the fact that we fight these monopolistic powers, or try to. 
. . . The progressive forces of the world are the ascending 
forces. And the ascending forces of the world are made up 
of the common man.’^ 

At this same time he recorded his radio broadcast to the 
German people, in which he spoke as the son of a German 
immigrant, and, after urging the need of “economic justice” 
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in the postwar world, concluded with a plea for a renewed 
effort toward establishing “the Brotherhood of Mao.” 

Our problem in evaluating all such utterances is the same 
as has confronted us throughout Dreiser’s writing—the ex¬ 
tent to which his standard terms still give expression to a 
depth of personal feeling. There is evidence from Dreiser’s 
life at this time that he had achieved more inner serenity 
than he had previously known. During this summer and 
the following winter he felt an access of creative energy 
once more, and at last finished The Bulwark and turned 
again to The Stoic. In the summer of 1945, as the war was 
drawing to its close, he was more and more responsive to 
the principles of co-operation which Wendell Willkie had 
enunciated in One World. He was deeply stirred also by 
the way in which European writers and artists—Picasso and 
Sean O’Casey among them—were affirming their adher¬ 
ence to international solidarity by the symbolic act of join¬ 
ing the Communist Party. 

We shall not be able to grasp all the reasons why Dreiser 
took the same step until we have looked more fully at the 
development of his later philosophy, at how much he now 
implied when he spoke, as in his letter to Mencken, of “the 
Creative force.” At this point it is enough to note that when 
he said “the dawn is in the East” he was thinking not only 
of Russu, but of China and India, of the profound spiritual 
resources of the Orient. He was more religious than he had 
ever been before, and he may therefore have considered 
it necessary to assure his associates on the left that this did 
not involve any defection from them. The fact that Foster, 
for whom Dreiser had warm admiration, had again become 
head of the American Communist Party doubtless helped 
crystallize his decision. In any case he believed that the 
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claims of both the self and the unself were justified in this 
act. He insisted that he would continue to speak his mind 
as he saw fit; that if the party did not approve it could ex¬ 
pel him. 

In judging his act we must remember the temper of the 
period in which it was made. His major concern was the 
prevention of further wars, which he was convinced would 
destroy civilization. He had slowly learned the lesson that 
there could be no humane life in the United States until 
the inequities should be remo% ed that had thwarted or de¬ 
stroyed so many of the characters in his fiction. He no^^ 
believed that the next step was to do everything he coulc' 
to break down the destructive barriers of nationalism, anc 
to work for equity among all the peoples of the world 
Otherwise there would be no world in which to live. 
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T wo of Dreiser’s most frequently quoted statements 
drive home the point that he had no fixed philosophy. 
He made the first of these at the beginning of A 
Traveler at Forty: “For myself, I accept now no creeds. I 
do not know what truth it, what beauty is, what love is, 
what hope is. I do not believe anyone absolutely and I do not 
doubt anyone absolutely. I think people are both evil and 
well-intentioned.” The second, in 1928, was in answer to 
a request for his Credo. Here he began: “I can make no 
comment on my work or my life that holds either interest 
or import for me.” His last two sentences carry the gist 
of what he had to say: “As I see him the utterly infinitesi¬ 
mal individual weaves among the mysteries a floss-like and 
wholly meaningless course—if course it be. In short I catch 
no meaning from all I have seen, and pass quite as I came, 
confused and dismayed.” 

In the light of such passages it would be idle to speak of 
Dreiser as a naturalistic novelist in the sense of having a 
system of human behavior that he wished to illustrate, just 
as we have already found it beside the point to speak of the 
development of his fiction in relation to the deliberate me- 
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chanical devices of Zola, of which he was mainly ignorant. 
Yet there is a wider and looser, but still authentic, sense 
in which he was a naturalist. From first to last he was driven 
to try to understand man’s place in nature, to a far more 
profound degree than any of his American contemporaries 
in fiction; indeed, for a parallel we should have to go back 
to Melville’s grapplings. This is what gave Dreiser’s books 
their peculiar breadth: they are universal, not in their range 
of human experience, but in the sense that an only partly 
known universe presses upon and dominates his searching 
consciousness of what happens to all his characters. 

Our main concern with the various stages in the develop¬ 
ment of his thought is not with its intrinsic value, but with 
the light it casts back upon his earlier fiction and forward 
upon The Bulwark. But Dreiser himself engaged in this 
thought with the greatest seriousness, and it therefore also 
becomes an essential part of any full image of him. 

His persistent curiosity about science took the form, in 
his later years, of long summer visits to the biological labo¬ 
ratories at Woods Hole (in 1928) or at Cold Spring Har¬ 
bor (in 1937), where he talked to the scientists and fol¬ 
lowed some of the experiments, as he also did at various 
New York medical schools. In California, where he set¬ 
tled pepnanently in 1938, he made contact with physicists 
and^tronomers. He started these varied pursuits with the 
9roviction that “the more we know, exactly, about the 
'^hemic and biologic and social complexities by which we 
find ourselves generated, regulated, and ended, the better.’’ 

One of the strongest scientific influences upon him, 
which had begun, indeed, when he was working on The Fi¬ 
nancier, was Jacques Loeb’s The Mechanistic Conception of 
Life. Loeb’s explanation of human instincts and behavior 
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in physiochemical terms seemed to Dreiser the next natural 
step after Spencer and Darwin and Haeckel, and his own 
descriptions of love in terms of “chemisms” derive from 
this source. Yet Dreiser was never a consistent me''hanist. 
Paul Elmer More, reviewing Hey-rub-a-dub-dub with the 
cool distaste of the new humanist, declared the distinguish¬ 
ing feature of these essays to be an “oscillation between a 
theory of evolution which sets no progress save the sur¬ 
vival of the rapaciously strong and a humanitarian feeling ol 
solidarity with the masses who are exploited in the process.” 
This is a particularly interesting formulation in view of 
Dreiser’s later development. Ar this point he had depicted 
his strongest hero, but not his weakest one. And as we have 
seen, it was several years after his depiction of Clyde that 
Dreiser advanced from his earlier feeling of pity for the 
helpless poor to his militant behef that their condition could 
be changed by mass action. 

We have already observed how the sense of life that we 
feel in Dreiser’s novels is larger and deeper than are any of 
the patterns of thought that they advance. Eliseo Vivas 
has argued that the very inconsistency in Dreiser’s mech¬ 
anism was what allowed this largeness to break through. 
Mechanism holds that life has no transcendent meaning 
that we can discover; but Dreiser, though he thought he 
accepted this, could not accept it with any equanimity. 
Hence, as Vivas argues, “his perplexity, his sense of futil¬ 
ity,” his harping on “the vanity of effort” in such a hope¬ 
less ■world. But his perplexity is due equally to the fact 
that he keeps searching for a transcendent meaning. He 
never really adhered to the pitiless implications of the Dar¬ 
winian universe. As he admired the strong and sympa¬ 
thized with the weak, he became deeply involved with 
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both. As he kept groping to find more significance in their 
lives than any his mind could discover, he dw^elt on the 
mystery of the inexplicable as no rigorous mechanist would 
have done. 

We can observe this same ambivalence in his approach 
to science. He expressed great reverence for the selfless 
pursuit of knowledge as he watched it at various labora¬ 
tories. He argued against Sherwood Anderson’s distrust of 
science as menacing the imaginations and emotions: “I think 
the reason people reject it is because they haven’t got the 
capacity to see how enormously rich, mysterious, varied, 
and in fact, entirely satisfactory in an emotional way, 
science as such can be, while at the same time they are tak¬ 
ing advantage of it in practical life.” But he always became 
impatient with scientists who would not grant that “mys¬ 
tery” was part of “reality.” The main drive of his interest 
was to pass beyond phenomena to their cosmic significance. 

The most recurrent writing of the last decade of his life, 
which finally absorbed far more of his attention than his 
political pamphleteering, grew out of this interest. He fin¬ 
ished several essays and projected several others for a vol¬ 
ume that he thought of calling The Formulae Called Life. 
He undertook most of these when a long period of nervous 
ill health in 1934 and 1935 had plunged him into melan¬ 
choly and morbid fears. As he emerged from this crisis he 
experienced a renewed influx of vitality. He felt once 
again that he could prize “the jewel which is the mind” 
even in the midst of loneliness. 

The position that his essays developed took its start in 
what he had said as far back as A Hoosier Holiday: “I once 
believed,” he wrote there, “that nature was a blind, stum¬ 
bling force or combination of forces which knew not what 
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or whither. ... Of later years 1 hay^^clined to think 
just the reverse, i.e. that nature is m^ely dark to us be¬ 
cause of her tremendous subtlety/wd our own very lim¬ 
ited powers of comprehension.” 

He now considered that he had extended his powers at 
least a little way, and what he comprehended was quite 
different from the crass materialism that had once seemed 
the only law of life he could discern. In “The Myth of In¬ 
dividuality” (1934) he developed the proposition that “It 
is not the man that is living, but the race or races and theii 
creative chemisms. Man is not living, but is being lived by 
something which needs not only him but billions like him 
in order to express itself.” What distinguishes this propo¬ 
sition from his earlier recurrent thought that man does not 
use life, but is used by it, is its new grounding. For he now 
said explicitly that he was against all “mechanism,” and be¬ 
gan in subsequent essays to talk in terms of the “totality,” 
which “we variously refer to as the Universe, God, or the 
Vital Force.” If nature was still a “oneness” from which 
man had no separate will, this “oneness” was now a “uni¬ 
versal mind.” To illustrate his new reverence before this 
conception of nature, he quoted Emerson’s “Brahma.” 

One may well ask how Dreiser squared this increasingly 
mystical thought with his concurrently developing interest 
in radical politics. Once again the comparison with Whit¬ 
man is the most suggestive. Both of them, as they grew 
older, felt their strongest impulse towards a grasp of the 
universe in its wholeness. Neither had the formal training 
that would have raised barriers of logic against the syn¬ 
theses that they felt bound to make between discordant 
realms. Whitman, no less than Dreiser, was occupied with 
the new discoveries of science while equally determined to 
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pass beyond the limitations of science. And as he dwelt 
upon cosmic wholeness, he also dwelt more and more upon 
the need of solidarity in society, and his political thought 
—again like Dreiser’s—moved from individualism towards 
socialism. 

The only kind pf coherence that one can find in such 
diverse and apparently contradictory pursuits is in the unity 
of personality behind them. In Dreiser’s case we are con¬ 
fronted by the paradox that at the very time when he was 
denying the concept of the separable individual, in either 
the cosmos or the state, he was also drawn, as he had not 
previously been, to our earlier American transcendental 
thinkers. He immersed himself in Thoreau, and wrote a 
long introduction to a volume of Thoreau selections en¬ 
titled Living Thoughts (1939). What delighted Dreiser 
most in this naturalistic philosopher was his fusion of 
science and intuition. He kept stressing Thoreau’s insistence 
that “Man is related to all of Nature,” that in Nature lies 
the source of all his knowledge; yet he confessed himself 
most moved by how Thoreau conveys the effect “of tap¬ 
ping” an “unconquerably limitless universe,” by how he 
finally establishes Nature as “all mind.” Dreiser added that 
of all the philosophers he had read in recent years, “from 
Democritus to Einstein,” he had found Thoreau “most il¬ 
luminative of the implications of scientific result” because 
of his staunch unwillingness to stop short with mechanical 
processes, because of his belief in “a universal and appar¬ 
ently beneficent control . . . however dark and savage its 
results or expressions may seem to us at times.” 

The fact that Dreiser discovered kinship with such a 
highly individualistic philosopher fills out the bases of his 
political beliefs in a way that his hurried pamphleteering 
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often failed to do. He had arrived at the conviction that 
man cannot find fulfillment except through society. But he 
had not lost the individual in the mass; he still held to the 
conviction that it is the function of a good society to give, 
release to every member’s creative potentialities. 

The fusion that Dreiser made between his observations 
of scientific order and his increasingly religious philosophy 
may be illustrated by an experience he reported to his old 
friend Marguerite Tjader Harris; “You know, that sum¬ 
mer I was down at Cold Spring Harbor—one afternooa 
after I’d been working all day in the laboratory, I came out 
in the sunshine and saw a litrle bunch of yellow flowen 
growing along the border of the park. I stooped over them 
Here was the same beautiful disign and the lavish, exquisite 
detail that I had been seeing all day through the micro¬ 
scope. Suddenly it was plain o > me that there must be a di¬ 
vine, creative Intelligence behind all this. It was after that 
that I began to feel differently about the unverse. I saw not 
only the intelligence, but the love and care that goes into 
all created things.” 

This was the theme of one of his many unpublished es¬ 
says, “My Creator” (1943), which was meant to form the 
conclusion to his book. Here he dwelt on the “design” that 
he now saw everywhere, in the avocado tree in his garden 
or in the farthest courses of the stars. He declared that he 
was “moved not only to awe but reverence” for the in¬ 
evitable Creator of such divine and yet harmonious pat¬ 
terns, for the Creator too of “the intricate and interesting, 
and yet often enough, trying, and worse, terrible and yet 
not wholly unbeautiful structure . . . which we call 
life.” 

In the estimation of John Cowper Powys, essays like 
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these carried Dreiser below the “massive Balzacian” sur¬ 
faces of his fiction to a spiritual reality that had been latent, 
if inscrutable, in him from the start. We can now perceive 
more clearly why when Dreiser said, “The dawn is in the 
East,” he was mindful also of Indian thought, as Emerson, 
.Thoreau, and Whitman also had been. All these earlier 
men, parched by the aridities of our formal theology,' had 
regarded the Orient as a basic source of renewal. Dreiser, 
who as a result of his conditioning was far more hostile to 
the church than was any of the three, was at the end open 
to conviction, sympathetic with all genuine belief, if no 
systematic believer himself. 

It was in this state of mind that, after many delays and 
distractions, he at last completed The Bulioark. This is a 
different kind of novel from any that Dreiser had done be¬ 
fore. It does not have his usual documentation, his thorough 
if heavy immersion in material details. It reads more like 
a chronicle, the annals of Solon Barnes’s family from his 
birth to his death. Part of the reason for this change lies 
in the thirty years’ lapse between the book’s inception and 
its completion. In his final draft Dreiser depended greatly 
upon Mrs. Harris to help him cut away all but the essen¬ 
tials of his theme. But another part of the reason is the 
theme itself, Solon Barnes being a Quaker who is very con¬ 
scious of the divergence between his ways and those of the 
modern world. Incidentally, the long delay in the book’s 
composition betrayed Dreiser into some inconsistencies in 
chronology. He had originally described Solon as coming 
of age in the eighteen-seventies, but in the final version he 
changed this to “take in the nineteenth century.” As a re¬ 
sult of this change Solon’s younger children grow up in 
the nineteen-twenties. But there has been no mention of the 
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First World War; while the dancing of the “two-step” and 
the reference to automobiles as the exclusive possession of the 
rich betray the milieu as still that of the pre-war world. 

To some readers Dreiser’s style here has appeared plain 
to the point of thinness. Yet, as though in respome to his 
material, he wrote with greater simplicity and spareness,- 
with fewer broken-backed sentences than usual. We can 
judge the effect of the whole only if we realize that it i^ 
far more a symbolical than a naturalistic novel, basically a! 
bare as a parable. Dreiser’s favorite symbol of clothes i-i 
particularly effective here, the traditional Quaker dress be • 
ing one of the chief factors that divide the Barnes famil; ■ 
off from the luxury which the younger members begin 11 
long for. Their late-eighteemh-century house is a symbe 1 
of ordered, spacious life; yec it is too elaborate for th j 
stricter Quakers and too staid for the children. The deaf 
stream flowing beside it becomes a recurrent embodiment 
of the love that Solon avows to Benecia along its bank un¬ 
til it becomes a symbol of separation years later after her 
death. 

But a more detailed treatment of the operation of this 
and other symbols will come more appropriately after we 
have discerned the full meaning of the controlling symbol 
in the title. Solon is the bulwark, standing firmly for the 
older values in a changing world. His career is in Phila¬ 
delphia banking, but his aims are as different as possible 
from Cowperwood’s. He believes that a businessman should 
be a steward under the Lord, and he regards the depositors’ 
funds as a sacred trust. Dreiser remarks that as treasurer 
Solon would not be one “who would eventually dream out 
a vast . . . street railway system”; he preferred the realm 
of smaller profits where “the troubled fare of ethics was 
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not so plainly visible,” Yet he was inevitably surrounded by 
promoters resembling Cowperwood, and the bank moved 
into speculative operations, into the era of giant corpora¬ 
tions, despite his opposition. The irony that Dreiser origi¬ 
nally conceived in his title begins to emerge. 

It becomes far more sharply edged as Dreiser follows the 
relations of Solon with his five children. He is “the serious 
dignified father,” cautious, humorless, a little dull. The at¬ 
mosphere surrounding him and his wife has become too 
fixed and still “for frail, restless, hungry human need,” The 
eldest daughter, Isobel, is aware of the widening gulf be¬ 
tween their conservative home and “the expanding ideas” 
of the times, is aware too that she is plain, and becomes 
studious and lonely. The next boy and girl make their ad¬ 
justments with the times. Their Quakerism is all on the sur¬ 
face: Orville knows how to combine decorous behavior 
with a solid bank account, and Dorothea marries the son 
of one of the new financial magnates. 

The two youngest, Etta and Stewart, are of the sort 
whom Dreiser has always treated with greatest sympathy, 
and their tensions with their father form most of the novel’s 
second half. These passages also resume leading themes 
from Dreiser’s earlier work, Etta is lured by the “romance” 
of life; “slowly rocking in her little rocking chair,” she 
dreams like Carrie of “color, motion, beauty,” When she 
has just finished boarding school, her father discovers her 
reading Daudet’s Sapho; her response to his denunciation 
is to leave home and join a school friend at the University 
of Wisconsin, and to refuse to come back. As she says in 
her own defense, “We simply want to know about life,” 
Since she is past eighteen, her father cannot withhold 
from her a family legacy, and when she and her friend 
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move east to an apartment in Greenwich Village, the at¬ 
mosphere resembles that of The “Genius.” But since Dreiser 
makes no effort to cast an aura of glamour over Etta, her 
outlines remain distinct and real. She falls in love with i 
painter, who though he cares for her comes to feel that he 
must be free for the sake of his work; and what Dreiser- 
dwells on is the pathos of the situation for Etta, since, de • 
spite her revolt, her realm “was really that of love and mar 
riage,” It is just when she feels utterly alone that her brothe * 
Stewart’s tragedy occurs. 

In many ways Stewart is like Clyde, though in his con • 
flict the opposing sides are rev ersed: here the son of a well • 
to-do family reaches out avivlly for pleasures that his fa • 
ther cannot comprehend. Stewart quickly decides that th;: 
Quaker teachings have “nothing to do with real life.” Solor, 
berating him severely for attending a burlesque show, re¬ 
fuses to add to his small allowance, and Stewart begins 
stealing from his father’s purse in order to go on week-end 
rides with the boys at school. Here Dreiser drew upon a 
New Jersey case he had read about in the papers. One of 
the working-class girls that the boys pick up dies of a heart 
ailment, and after the boys are arrested Stewart, overcome 
by adolescent shame and panic, kills himself. 

The other bank officers had regarded Solon as a bul¬ 
wark in a special sense—as someone whose respectability 
they particularly needed “to hide behind” in their new 
manipulations; and now he must resign. Yet the scene in 
which this happens lacks the irony it may have had in Drei¬ 
ser’s early plans for the book; for Solon has already be¬ 
gun to make a whole series of new discoveries that con¬ 
stitute a significant reversal of his—and Dreiser’s—direction. 
Shocked out of his complacency by Stewart’s tragedy, he 
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has brooded on the state into which he himself has drifted. 
His renewed distrust of luxury has brought to the surface 
his latent doubts about his bank associates. When he goes 
to resign, therefore, it is not in response to the disgrace 
that has come on his family, but in order to denounce his 
associates’ mushroom development of holding companies 
and to say that he wants no further part in this acquisitive 
society. His indictment elicits from the other directors no 
comment except that his principles are “too high for these 
days.” 

But Solon goes farther than this. After his wife’s death 
from a stroke, he arrives at a reaffirmation of his faith. Drei¬ 
ser makes a comprehending study of this renewal in a way 
that would hardly have been possible in his earlier fiction, 
but which we have been prepared for as we have followed 
the developing trends in his thinking. He could still de¬ 
nounce the Catholic Church for promoting “mass stupidity”; 
but as early as 1927 he had spoken of the teachings of Elias 
Hicks as “the most reasonable of all religions.” The choice 
of Hicks—who, incidentallyj was the strongest influence 
upon Whitman—was significant in that his emphasis, even 
beyond that of other Quakers, was upon the inner light and 
against the need of the outward marks of authority. It is 
equally significant that as Dreiser began to think in terms 
of the development of a more organic society, he said to 
Dos Passos in 1938 that the kind of community he wanted 
in America would have something like the Quaker con¬ 
ception of “spiritual relationship.” 

He drew upon his own experience, also, in some of the 
scenes portraying Solon’s transformation. Walking beside 
the peaceful stream near which he had courted his wife 
long ago, Solon is reminded of the anguish of his loss until 
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his attention is caught by a vivid emerald fly feeding upon 
and destroying a tiny bud—an example of the survival of 
the fitter at the expense of the less fit such as had taught 
Cowperwood the law of life in the battle he watqhed bei- 
tween the lobster and the squid. But Solon’s reaction is ver^ 
different: he is so enthralled by the beauty of the fly that 
like Dreiser confronted with the flowers outside the biolog • 
ical laboratory, he is moved rather to an acceptance of nat • 
ural order, of a cosmic if unfathomable purpose. Thougl i 
unable to answer the question of why one should live antf. 
another die, he reflects: “Surely there must be a Creative 
Divinity, and so a purpose, behind all of this variety anit 
beauty and tragedy of life. For see how tragedy had de • 
scended upon him, and still he had faith, and would have. ' 

Even closer to an experience that Dreiser reported abou*: 
himself was Solon’s encounter with a puff adder. In 193H 
Dreiser had come across one in the New York countrysidij 
and, thinking it poisonous, had killed it, only to learn that 
it was harmless, and to be sorry. The next time one crossed 
his path, he spoke to it, assuring it that he intended it no 
hurt, and had a sensation as though it understood. This 
anecdote (without the initial killing) is transferred to 
Solon, who finds in the experience another sign of the uni¬ 
versal harmony of nature. 

But Solon’s chief meditations are grounded on something 
far solider than such elusive pantheism. From the surface of 
conventional observances he has found his way back to the 
core of the teachings of John Woolman, firmest of Amer¬ 
ican Quaker radicals. As Dreiser weaves crucial passages 
from Woolman’s Journal into his text, it is evident how 
much he had also meditated upon these. Woolman had not 
insisted that everybody else must join the Quaker sect; he 
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did insist on human brotherhood in its simplest and most 
revolutionary form, on the freeing of all slaves, on eco¬ 
nomic equality. He is the natural apostle for Solon’s be¬ 
lated rediscovery of Christian love, for the Solon who mur¬ 
murs on. his deathbed: “The banks, the banks . . . the 
•poor and the banks.” 

But Solon’s is not the last word in this parable. Etta, who 
has come home again after Stewart’s death, has been united 
in forgiveness with her father, who finds himself close to 
her as he is not to his two respectable and successful chil¬ 
dren. As she reads aloud to him from his Quaker books, 
she also grasps for the first time in her life “the weight of 
spiritual beauty.” But the novel ends on the day of her 
father’s funeral. Orville encounters her crying beside their 
father’s coffin, and is surprised that she should care, since, 
in his cool prudential eyes, she was the one responsible for 
starting all the family’s troubles. She does not bother to get 
angry at him, but answers simply: “Oh, I am not crying 
for myself, or for Father—I am crying for life.” 

This sentence is a final summation of what has been Drei¬ 
ser’s principal theme in all his most moving work. He felt 
it to be the natural coda to the book in which he had for 
the first time made a sympathetic study of the father image, 
of its transformation from austerity to loving tenderness. 
Dreiser seems also to have been aware that his creation of 
Solon involved in a sense a personal act of forgiveness, since 
he spoke of dedicating this novel to his own father’s mem¬ 
ory. The central truth that he wanted to afiirm through 
Solon was that living authority lies not in the harsh judg¬ 
ing mind but in the purified and renewed affections of the 
heart. 

The book in which Dreiser tried to afiirm these values has 
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been judged variously even in the few years since its ap- 
pemnce shortly after his death. By those sophisticates who 
hold that any return to religion is a mere “failure of nerve” 
it will doubtless continue to be dismissed as a piece of sper 
cious religiosity. However, that the values were real for 
Dreiser himself cannot be the line of defense against thi^ 
charge, since in order to move a reader they must be eni 
bodied in the work itself, Dreiser’s interest in the Bhagavat ' 
Gita, as we can now see, was also heartfelt, but he coulr; 
not convey it through the unlikely channel of the closini.; 
pages of his Cowperwood tiilogy. The Bulnvark is ver ’ 
bare, many of its pages are blocked out rather than writter , 
and it will hardly hold a place with Sister Carrie or A’l 
American Tragedy. But it is moving as an authentic if be • 
lated primitive, even farther away from the current modti 
of fiction than he himself had been at the beginning of hi s 
career. Like the self-taught painter, Dreiser had found ai 
adequately functional form for what he had to express. Like 
Melville in the forty years from Moby Dick and Pierre to 
Billy Budd, he had progressed from a bitter questioning 
of the universe to a more serene acceptance—and yet his 
deepest burden was still compassion over all that remained 
inscrutable. 

The months during which Dreiser was writing The Bul¬ 
wark seem to have been one of the happiest periods of his 
life, one in which he felt a harmony between his inner 
and his outer worlds. His openness now to religious experi¬ 
ence led him on several occasions to different churches, and 
on Good Friday, 1945, just as he was finishing The Bulwark, 
he partook of the Congregational communion service. It was 
after a short vacation that spring that he set himself to com¬ 
plete The Stoic, with the feeling that he had little time left. 
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Thought from The Bulwark overflowed into several of 
his last pieces of writing; and a poem, “What to Do,” and 
an essay, “Interdependence,” helped to establish finally the 
fusion he had achieved between his politics and his phi¬ 
losophy. He was thinking of Tolstoy as he wrote the poem, 

• and its central images embody in the simplest form the 
chief sources to which he now turned for the bulwarks of 
the future: 

“A small-town editor writes the truth about profit and star¬ 
vation. 

And one knocks at a broken door and when it opens hands 
in a loaf of bread. 

And one, step by step, all day long, walks to this laborer 
and that saying united we stand, divided we fall. 

And one, the workers’ friend, says Vote, Speak, for you 
are the Government, By you your leaders rise or fall. 

And one, the educator, says to the child, A.B.C. and to the 
adult. Learn! Know that the world grows smaller! 

And one, the minister, says to all. Love thy neighbor as 
thyself. 

And one, the lover of his fellow man, says Take, from each 
according to his ability; Give, to each according to his 
need.” 

That these images are familiar to the point of being stock 
would not have bothered Dreiser, any more than it would 
have bothered the later Tolstoy. They serve to demonstrate 
the double sources of his radicalism, in both economic and 
spiritual values. In the same month that he made his sym¬ 
bolic act of joining the Communist Party he declared: “The 
true religion is in Matthew.” 
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One might simply say that he was an old man, untroubled 
by inconsistencies that subsequent events would have made 
obvious. But this is not really the main point. For he had 
found—if more essentially in Woolman than in Marx—be-i 
liefs that he was convinced the world could no longer af¬ 
ford to ignore. In the month after the end of the Second* 
World War he said: “Only the mass can get the world out 
of its present mess. Interdependence, a new understanding 
between peoples all over the world is needed! But how an 
we to get that? First, the need is so great and the danger o‘ 
the destruction of civilization so apparent and so close a< 
hand, that men everywhere have begun to think of way> 
and means of surviving throujih contact and understandinj- 
of one another. . . . 

“But,” he went on, “when I speak of the mass I speak o*' 
the individuals of which the mass is made up. As soon ai 
one begins to think of the other side as a mass or a crowd, 
the human link seems to go. We forget that crowds con¬ 
sist of individuals, of men and women, and children, who 
love and hate and suffer.” It was there he took his stand, as 
he had throughout his fiction. The chief purpose of “In¬ 
terdependence” was to urge the widest possible interchange 
between peoples in order to avert a recrudescence of that 
nationalism which he could now regard only as a virulent 
disease. The fact that the next years were to belie his hopes 
would not have shaken his conclusions: “To know and to 
understand is to love, not to hate.” 

On December 27, 1945, Dreiser was suddenly stricken 
with an attack in the kidneys, and died the next day. His 
funeral was conducted by Allen Hunter, the Congrega¬ 
tional minister whom he had recently met, but John How¬ 
ard Lawson also paid a tribute to Dreiser’s social conscience, 
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and Chaplin read one of Dreiser’s own poems, “The Road 
I Came,” on the mystery of the creative force. His will pro¬ 
vided that, after Helen’s death, whatever little property 
might be left should go to a home for Negro orphans. 
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